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Family In All But Blood 


by Arctic Vulpix 


Summary 


Even in an isolated place like the Encanto, you don't necessarily know everyone. As Felix 
learns when he finds a thirteen-year-old to babysit his far too energetic toddler. 
Something just seems... off about the boy though. 

Felix and Pepa hope they're seeing things but... they were keeping an eye on Camilo from 
now on. 

And they weren't liking what they were seeing. 


Notes 


I have literally no self-control so new fic. 


e Inspired by Searching for somewhere to belong by Aquawolf238 


Babysitter 


Felix sighed as his three-year-old hijo wriggled and squirmed under his arm, squealing and 
shrieking as he tried to get free. Antonio thought this was the most entertaining thing ever. 


Keeping his youngest out of trouble was turning out to be one of the most difficult things 
lately. Pepa couldn’t take him since she didn’t want either of their niños near her when she 
was watering the fields. Which he completely understood since it would only distress them to 
see their mama crying. Dolores couldn’t take him because Antonio was too loud and too 
young to understand that that hurt his hermana. The rest of the family was too busy during 
the day to take Antonio off his hands and it would be wrong to ask Mirabel to look after him 
when she was trying so hard to help out with Julieta’s work. He could tell that she just 
wanted to be useful and spend time with her mama and he didn’t want to interfere with that. 
The thirteen-year-old already had enough to deal with after Abuela 8 attitude changed when 
Mirabel didn’t get a Gift. 


Felix sighed. His feelings towards his wife’s mamá were... complicated. He stayed polite and 
civil with her but still wasn’t afraid to speak up when he thought she was pushing Pepa or 
Dolores too much. It made his relationship with her more strained than the one she had with 
Agustin. 


But that wasn’t the problem right now. What was the problem was that he was falling behind 
on his work due to always wrangling his youngest. He missed Bruno at times like this. The 
man had always been up for taking care of his sobrinos. 


Felix sighed again as Antonio twisted and he almost lost his grip on the boy. The main issue 
was that Antonio was far more energetic and loud than Dolores ever was. In a house that was 
so busy, there wasn’t really anyone to watch him and Felix refused to have Casita as his sole 
babysitter. She was amazing with the niños but that could be dangerous. 


He knew what he needed to do but he was still reluctant. They needed a babysitter for 
Antonio, someone from the village. But there were a number of reasons why he was hesitant. 


His parents had both passed away when he was a teenager and Agustin’s madre wanted 
nothing to do with the family. So he would need to ask a villager. 


His friends were all as busy as he was since they worked together, so it would also need to be 
a near stranger. 


Which came with its own risks. 


Some would take the chance to try and get extra favours from the family. Some would see it 
as a Status thing. Others would try and use it as an opportunity to get closer to the Madrigals. 


Coming from the most well-known and near celebrity-status family had quite a few 
drawbacks. One being that Felix couldn’t really trust people to have Antonio’s best interest in 


mind when they could give their own reputation a boost. He didn't want his hijo to be used 
like that. 


Felix wasn’t blind to how selfish the villagers could get. 


He caught Antonio when the boy almost twisted free again and heard a chuckle from behind 
him. He looked over his shoulder to glare at Diego who raised his hands in surrender. 


“You’ve got a bundle of energy there huh?” he asked in amusement and Felix sighed. “You’re 
not going to be able to come to work are you?” 


The father grimaced and lifted Antonio so he was sitting on his hip instead. “I need to find 
Antonio a babysitter,” he admitted. “But I’m struggling to think of a good one.” 


He knew Diego would know what he meant. He’d seen first-hand how people went from 
treating Felix like an orphan teenager living with his friend to the husband of one of the 
Madrigals. 


Neither of them had been impressed by the attitude change. 


Diego looked thoughtful as Antonio tugged on Felix’s hair eagerly. “You know, I might have 
a solution for you.” 


Felix raised an eyebrow, wincing as Antonio pulled hard. His boy had one hell of a grip. 


“There’s a kid in town, about Mirabel’s age. I’ve often seen him around doing odd jobs and 
babysitting during the day. He seems pretty good with the niños, especially the little ones.” 


Felix frowned as he tried to think on who it could be. He didn’t get around town much 
anymore. Mostly just to the village centre and the market unless he was helping repair a 
house. 


“How about we go looking for him and you figure out if he’s an option? I’ve never heard 
anything bad about him,” Diego offered. 


Felix’s mind was made up when Antonio flipped upside down and kicked him in the chin 
while Felix scrambled to catch him. 


“Alright,” he sighed. 


He loved his hijo with every fibre of his being. But he needed a break, even for just a few 
hours, so he could actually get some work done. 


Or take a nap. 


Either worked. 


Camilo waved at the lady he’d just helped. She’d needed him to shift the vegetable stalls 
around to make room for a couple of crates since she had too much stock. He’d got a few 


coins out of it and a carrot to snack on. 


He counted out the coins, carrot sticking out of his mouth, and mentally added it up with the 
other money he’d managed to earn today. His stomach twisted anxiously as he noted how 
much he was still short by. He shoved the coins into the money pouch he kept on him and 
went wandering around, hoping that someone would need more help so he could meet his 
quota for the day. He’d been short the last few days and he really wanted to sleep in his room 
instead of the shed tonight. 


And if he was short a third day in a row, his padre would probably get pretty pissed. Plus, it 
was a Friday and he drank more on a Friday. 


He really needed to make that quota today. 
“Hey kid!” 


Camilo looked up automatically since that’s how most of the village addressed him. He 
recognised the man waving him over but he couldn’t remember his name. 


He almost gaped when he realised who was with him though. That was Felix Madrigal. 
Camilo had only seen the famous family from afar when they were in town. He mostly 
avoided the main parts of town, sticking to the side streets and edges of the market. 


He didn’t like running into his parents’ friends. 


He’d heard about them of course. The Magical Madrigals who created the Encanto and kept 
it thriving with their Gifts. Everyone knew about them. Everyone knew their names and their 
Gifts. Hell, Camilo mostly knew about it all since he overheard everyone else gossiping. 


He’d heard about the parties too. The Madrigals were famed for their fiestas and even his 
parents went. 


He’d never been but he certainly saw the aftermath when everyone walked around with 
hangovers. 


Why was this guy calling him over to one of the Madrigals? Did he do something wrong? 


Camilo tried to hide his anxiety as he headed towards them. He did want to laugh when the 
squirming toddler in Felix’s arms managed to kick him in the cheek and the man just gave a 
long-suffering sigh. 


He bit his tongue though since he’d learned a long time ago that adults didn’t like it when 
you laughed at them. 


He stood in front of them, fighting the urge to shuffle nervously on his feet. 
“Si senor?” he asked. 


“You busy kid?” the man asked and Camilo shook his head. 


“Great! There you go Felix,” he clapped Felix on the shoulder before leaving while whistling 
a jaunty tune. 


Camilo felt his confusion deepen while Felix sighed. 
“Hola nino,” he greeted, smiling as he focused on Camilo. 


“Hola Senor Madrigal,” he stayed polite, not wanting to make someone so powerful angry 
with him. 


Felix pulled a face though. “No no, just Felix is fine,” he chuckled, swinging the kid on his 
hip under his arm, getting a squeal from the happy boy. “What’s your name niño?” 


Camilo blinked in surprise at that. Everyone in town just called him 'kid'. His parents’ friends 
called him brat or some other less polite names. 


No one had asked for his name before. They didn’t really need it. He was just the kid that 
wandered around doing odd jobs after all. 


“Uh, Camilo señ- uh, Felix.” 


Why did Felix Madrigal want to know his name? If he screwed up badly enough the 
Madrigals got involved, his padre was going to kill him. 


“Nice to meet you Camilo,” Felix continued pleasantly. 


He seemed nice, voice cheerful despite the wriggling boy in his arms. Camilo forced himself 
to stop the anxious tapping of his fingers against his leg. 


“T’ve heard that you do some babysitting Camilo?” Felix continued. 


Camilo blinked at him in surprise. He couldn’t be- but there were so many other people he 
could ask! Instead of some random kid that he didn’t even know. 


Despite his confusion, he nodded. Babysitting was his favourite job, even if it didn’t always 
pay the best. Kids were fun to play around with and keep busy. 


“Great!” Felix grinned at him and it was weird for Camilo to be on the receiving end of a 
genuinely happy grin instead of a distracted ‘thank you’ smile. “You see, I’m looking for 
someone to keep an eye on this little menace,” he gestured to the boy. 


Camilo was pretty sure that the newest Madrigal was named Antonio so that must be him. He 
was a cute kid. Looked a lot like his padre with curly hair and dark skin. 


“Mind helping me out?” Felix asked, looking hopeful. “I'll pay you of course.” 


Camilo still didn’t know why Felix was asking him, why that other guy had brought him 
specifically to Camilo. He didn’t know if there was some joke in all of this or something he 
just wasn’t getting. 


But he wasn’t about to say no to a Madrigal. Plus, with this job and maybe another two 
afterwards, he might make his quota. 


“Sure señ- Felix,” he corrected himself again hurriedly. “I don’t mind watching him.” 


Felix looked relieved at that. “It'll just be for a few hours. Can you bring him to the fields at 
three? I’m meeting my wife there.” 


Camilo nodded again and accepted the wriggling kid from Felix. 
“Now Antonio, you be good for Camilo okay?” he said sternly to his hijo. 


Camilo idly wondered why he was so comfortable handing his hijo off to a virtual stranger, 
before realising that his hija could literally hear everything in the Encanto. No one would 
dare try anything. And Camilo already had a reputation of being a half-decent babysitter. 
That other guy must have vouched for him or something. 


The toddler giggled and waved his hands madly, almost smacking Camilo in the face. 
“Bye bye papi!” he said happily. 


Felix thanked Camilo again before heading off towards the busier section of town. Camilo 
readjusted Antonio and looked at the toddler who had shoved his hand into his mouth. 


“Guess it’s just you and me for a bit Antonio. Let’s figure out how to keep you busy for a few 
hours.” 


He swung the boy up onto his back, getting an excited squeal from the toddler before he 
started walking. He’d been worried it would be a slow day but it was looking a bit better now. 


Ninito 


Chapter Notes 


I forgot entirely to add in the first chapter, but if you like this story, the one that inspired 
it is brilliant. Thanks again to Aquawolf238 for letting me do my own spin on the 
concept! 


Antonio was one of the more energetic and happy niños that Camilo had babysat before, but 
he was definitely a fun one. He loved the games Camilo came up with and didn’t try and run 
off on his own. 


Camilo did feel weariness tugging at him as he headed out to the farms with Antonio on his 
back again. Nights in the shed rarely meant a good night’s sleep. He’d have to push through it 
to make sure he got to sleep in his bed this time or it would be worse tomorrow. 


He looked up at the clearing clouds. It was still amazing that someone could literally control 
the weather like that but he didn’t know much about Pepa Madrigal. He’d caught a glimpse 
of her a few times and he’d heard that she had one hell of a temper, so he hoped he didn’t do 
anything to upset her. Villagers complained about how much her lightning bolts hurt pretty 
often. 


As he reached the top of the hill, he could see Felix further down talking to a woman with red 
hair and wearing a yellow dress. That must be her then. 


Antonio let out a squeal when he saw them, pulling himself up to get a better look by 
grabbing Camilo’s curls and yanking. 


Camilo bit back a curse. That one hurt. 
“Antonio!” Felix called. “No pulling hair!” 


It seemed like it was something they’d scolded him over before since the toddler immediately 
let go of Camilo’s curls and almost toppled over. Camilo barely caught him in time and let 
out a sigh of relief. 


He was pretty sure that dropping her hijo in front of her would be a sure-fire way to get 
struck by Pepa Madrigal’s lightning. 


“Lo siento,” Felix said, a lot closer than Camilo realised which made him flinch. “Antonio 
loves nothing more than to grab a handful of hair and yank on it.” 


He took the toddler from Camilo and the thirteen-year-old rubbed at his head, trying not to 
grimace. That had hurt pretty badly. He never liked having his hair grabbed like that. 


“Did he behave?” Felix continued and Camilo nodded. 

“He was great,” he assured the man. 

Much better behaved than most of the niños that Camilo watched. 
“Gracias again,” Felix said as his wife walked over to them. 


Camilo couldn’t help shuffling nervously this time. Pepa Madrigal was a lot more imposing 
than her cheerful husband. Her eyes were sharp as they studied him. 


“Pepa, this is Camilo. Diego suggested him as a babysitter.” Felix was explaining while 
Antonio snuggled into his papas arms. Of course now he decided to nap. 


“Hola Senora Madrigal,” he greeted, a lot more nervous about meeting her. 


Maybe it was because she was one of the family members with a Gift? Or maybe it was all 
the comments on her temper he’d heard... 


He’d seen his parents lose their tempers often enough. An adult could be pretty nasty when 
they did and it was probably worse when weather control was added into the mix. 


Felix chuckled. 
“Told you he was a polite one,” he said to his wife. 


Camilo was surprised when she smiled. “You did.” she turned back to look at Camilo. “None 
of that Señora nonsense niñito,” she said, wagging a finger at him. “It’s just Pepa.” 


Camilo was surprised all over again. He was just used to being called ‘kid’. Especially as he 
got older. Niño just sounded more... fond? And niñito was definitely something he hadn’t 
been called. It sounded even more affectionate. 


He wasn’t used to it but it was kind of nice. They probably didn’t mean anything by it but 
what was the harm in enjoying the little bit of warmth it gave him? 


“Sí Pepa,” he corrected dutifully and was surprised again when she chuckled. 
“You really are a polite one,” she told him with a smile. “Camilo right?” 

He nodded. 

“Gracias for looking after Antonio for us.” 

“De nada.” 

It had been more fun than most of his chores were. 

“Did you have fun Toñito?” Felix asked the now sleepy boy. 


“Si, ” he yawned. “Cami’s fun.” 


Both parents smiled down at him fondly and Camilo felt a pang in his heart. He couldn’t 
remember his parents ever looking at him like that. But that was on him for not being useful 
enough for them to be happy with his existence. He’d missed his quota the last couple of days 
after all. He needed to do better if he wanted anything but annoyance from them. 


He looked up again when Felix passed Antonio to Pepa and reached into his pocket. 
“Oh! And your payment,” he said, pulling out some coins. “Gracias again.” 


Camilo looked down at the money, already preparing to thank them but the words died in his 
throat and he blurted something else out. 


“This is too much!” he said in shock, making them both look at him in confusion. “This is 
more than double what I usually get,” he insisted, holding the money out. 


Felix must have just made a mistake when he counted out the coins. 

The man just frowned, reaching out and closing Camilo’s fingers over the money. 

“No niño, it’s what we’d pay anyone for looking after Antonio for as long as you did.” 

Pepa was frowning slightly while Camilo looked at them both in confusion. 

Felix clapped him on the shoulder and he couldn’t hide his flinch since he hadn’t expected it. 


“Would you mind doing it again if we need help?” Pepa suddenly asked and Camilo was 
distracted from the money issue by the question. 


“I don’t mind watching him again,” he assured her. 


“Gracias ninito. Go enjoy the rest of your day.” She took a step closer and he was surprised 
when she leaned down to cup his cheek, rubbing her thumb under his eye. “You look tired. 
Maybe a nap Camilo?” she suggested. 


He stared at her in shock as she straightened. Felix ruffled his curls and they thanked him 
again before walking back towards the Casita on the hill. 


Camilo looked down at the money in his hand. This would be more than enough to make up 
his quota. 


He let out a shaky breath. He didn’t understand those Madrigals. But he knew they helped the 
town. 


They’d certainly helped him today. He’d get to sleep and get a full meal tonight. Padre might 
even be happy. 


He put the money into the pouch carefully, hesitating only a moment before putting a couple 
of coins into his shoe. They wouldn’t miss it and it had been a while since he’d been able to 
add anything to his stash in his room. 


A part of him would always want to prove himself to his parents, but the rest of him wanted 
to get the hell out of that house. With a little money, he might just manage that. 


He wasn’t an idiot. He knew that what they did wasn’t okay. He’d figured it out over the 
years even if part of him insisted it was his fault. 


It wasn’t normal for a kid to have scars from their parents and he wanted to stop collecting 
them. 


Pepa glanced over her shoulder to see Camilo heading into the fields, hopefully to get the nap 
he very obviously needed. 


“Felix,” she said quietly. 
“I know,” he murmured, not wanting to wake Antonio. 
They knew what the signs meant. 


The worn clothes, the clear exhaustion. Too thin and flinches when there was sudden 
movement near him. Polite to the point that he seemed scared to be anything but. 


Long sleeves, long pants, high collar. 

Pepa pursed her lips. It wasn’t solid evidence, but it was concerning. 
“T think we’ve found our new babysitter,” Felix said. 

Pepa hummed in agreement. 

No storm yet. They needed to be sure first. 


She hoped they were wrong though. He seemed like a sweet boy. 


Quota 


Camilo fought the urge to shuffle anxiously, hands forced down to his sides so that he didn't 
fidget. 


Padre didn't like it when he fidgeted. Said that it was rude and meant he wasn't listening. 
So he stood as still and straight as possible as padre counted out the coins slowly. 


Madre was busy cooking and the smell of food made his stomach twist painfully. When he 
didn't meet his quota, he only got some bread and water for supper and the same for breakfast 
the next day. The carrot was the only other thing he'd eaten in days. Lunch wasn't something 
he really got either. He was too busy during the day. 


Finally, padre finished and Camilo couldn't help the anxious twist of his heart despite 
counting the money several times himself. 


Maybe he was nervous since he'd taken that nap Pepa had suggested? He'd just been so 
tired... 


And he got home on time. So they wouldn't know. 
Right? 
"Hmm, that's better than the last few days. See what you can do when you actually try, boy?" 


Camilo dutifully nodded his head, watching as padre moved the coins into a larger pouch and 
tossed Camilo's empty one back to him. 


He caught it and shoved it back into his pocket as he continued to watch padre. 
He seemed to be in a fairly good mood today. That was a good sign. 


"You've earned a night in the house then," padre said and Camilo had to fight the urge to 
slump in relief. "Get me my cigar boy." 


Camilo knew being in the house meant running around for them and breathing cigar and 
cigarette smoke. But it was worth it for a warm meal and sleeping in his own bed. 


Thankfully, the food was ready quickly. Camilo barely tasted it as he finished his plate, just 
relieved to have something in his stomach. 


He washed the dishes and then lingered to see if they had anything for him to do. When they 
continued to ignore his existence, breaking out the alcohol like most nights, he headed for his 
room in relief. 


Camilo leaned against the door with a sigh once he was inside. It wasn't really much of a 
room. Small with only enough space for a bed and chest. 


Not that he needed much space since he didn't own much besides a few sets of clothes. 


He waited a beat, listening for any sign that one of his parents might change their minds and 
come to fetch him. 


When he heard nothing, he moved over to the chest. Moving it over slightly revealed a loose 
floorboard and he quickly added the couple of coins he'd taken from the babysitting job into 
the makeshift bag he'd made out of a ragged cloth. It still wasn't much, but it made him feel 
like he was doing something to get out of this situation. 


Part of him insisted that it was ungrateful to be planning ways to leave his parents. The rest 
of him was bitterly aware that most kids didn't need to meet a quota to earn a night in their 
own bed instead of in the shed. 


He pushed the chest back into place and all but fell onto his bed. The mattress was old and 
lumpy but still infinitely better than the shed. It was getting colder by the day so the shed was 
even worse lately. 


Sleep was already tugging at him but he couldn't help thinking back on the day. The 
Madrigals were weird but those two seemed pretty nice. Nicer than most in town anyway, 
who ignored him unless they needed something. 


It had been nice to be called something other than 'kid' and 'boy' for once. 


Felix spotted Camilo pretty easily. Now that he knew about the boy, it wasn’t hard to find that 
mop of curly hair in the crowd. 


He just knew that Pepa was itching to give it a cut. 


There were a lot of things that were bothering him from the previous day when it came to the 
kid, but the one that stuck with him was how shocked he’d been over the money. 


If he was used to getting paid less than half of that, then the villagers were taking advantage 
of him and not paying him as much as they should. 


And that made Felix angry. The kid was taking time out of his day to help out and they 
couldn’t even be bothered to give him a fair payment? 


Did they underpay him for all the other odd jobs he did around town too? 


Felix made a snap decision when he spotted a villager with a can of paint and a paintbrush 
heading the kid’s way. 


Being closer, he reached Camilo first. 
“Nino!” he greeted cheerfully, unhappy with how much that seemed to startle the kid. It 


looked like he’d been counting the money in his pouch, biting his lip anxiously before Felix 
showed up. 


Camilo looked up at him in confusion as he put the coins away and Felix could see the 
villager out of the corner of his eye stop and glare in annoyance. 


“If you’re not busy, would you mind helping me for a bit Camilo?” 


The kid perked up at that but Felix wasn’t sure if it was because he genuinely enjoyed 
helping or because it was a chance to earn a few coins. 


He spent a lot of time earning money, but despite that, the kid was still in worn clothes and 
Felix noticed that it was lunchtime but the boy didn’t seem about to go eat or anything. 


“I’m not busy,” Camilo assured him and Felix fought the urge to smile smugly at the other 
villager. 


Instead, he put a hand on Camilo’s shoulder, moving slowly enough that he could see it 
coming this time. Poor kid had nearly jumped out of his skin when he’d done it the previous 
day. 


“T need to do some shopping, but alas, mi vida got distracted in the clothing stall. I don’t want 
to ruin her shopping but I need another set of hands to carry everything.” 


Camilo just nodded as Felix steered him towards the market. 
“Gracias Camilo.” 


Felix was pleased when the boy gave him a hesitant, shy smile in return. 


Camilo followed Felix around the market as the man went through a list given to him by 
someone else. He could tell it wasn’t Felix who wrote it since half the time he stared at the 
list while scratching his head in confusion. 


“What do you even use that for Juli?” he heard the man mutter more than once and had to 
bite his lip to stop a snicker. 


They were slowly making their way down the list though and Felix kept up a constant stream 
of chatter with him. Camilo wasn’t used to walking through the main part of the market so he 
kept looking around, but Felix didn’t seem to get annoyed when he got distracted. Instead, 
he’d look at what had snagged Camilo’s attention and usually told him something about it or 
explained something. 


Camilo surprisingly found himself relaxing as the shopping trip progressed and he was a little 
disappointed when Pepa showed up, a bag hanging over her arm. Was it over already? 


She looked surprised to see him but smiled at him after a moment. The pleased reaction made 
Camilo duck his head self-consciously. 


“You helping Felix today niñito?” 


He nodded, not really sure what to say. She still made him nervous. Maybe because her 
personality was so much stronger than Felix’s? 


“Gracias,” she thanked him while Felix shuffled his bags to pull her into a hug, kissing her 
cheek. 


“De nada,” he murmured, wondering if they wanted him to hand the bags over yet. 


“Well, ve got all the things on the list,” Felix said. “So time to head back. Do you mind 
helping us get it all back Camilo? There was a lot more than I expected.” 


Camilo perked up. He didn’t know why, but he liked helping these two. There was just 
something... warm about them. 


He nodded and followed the pair through town and up the path to the living Casita. He’d 
never seen the house up close, only from a distance, and it was strange and amazing to see 
the shutters waving in greeting to them. 


The building was spacious and beautiful and Camilo didn’t know where to look first. He 
followed the couple to a large kitchen where he set the bags down next to Felix’s. 


“Gracias for the help niño,” Felix said again. 


Pepa was already digging around in the cupboards as Felix reached into his pocket for some 
coins. This time he closed Camilo’s fingers over the money before he could say anything 
about the amount so he didn’t even bother, slipping it into his pocket instead. 


Before he could make a move to leave though, Pepa unexpectedly tugged at the back of his 
collar, dragging him over to the table while he flailed. 


Felix laughed as she pushed him into a chair. “Mi vida, you’ Il strangle him like that.” 


Camilo quickly readjusted his collar, hoping they didn’t see anything. He blinked in surprise 
when a plate was put in front of him though. 


“We dragged you away during lunchtime,” Felix explained easily, already taking something 
from a plate on the counter as he started packing the groceries away. “Only fair we feed you 
then.” 


It was a plate of arepas in front of him, Camilo realised. An entire plate. Pepa and Felix were 
eating from their own as they packed and Camilo didn’t know how to react to this. 


He’d had Julieta Madrigal’s food before. He’d kind of needed it a few times since his parents 
didn’t want their reputation damaged. 


But this was an entire plate. 


“You okay niñito?” Pepa asked and Camilo looked up to find her watching him with those 
sharp eyes again. 


He quickly shook his head. “No, I’m fine. I just- you didn’t need to give me food. I don’t 
usually have lunch.” 


Pepa’s eyes narrowed slightly while Felix wandered over and unexpectedly ruffled his hair. 


“A growing boy like you? You need all the food niño, ” he said good-naturedly. “Don’t worry 
about it. Juli leaves some around for whoever wants it.” 


Tentatively, Camilo picked up an arepa and bit into it, not wanting to seem rude or ungrateful. 


He couldn’t help the way he relaxed a bit as the constant ache in his body faded away. The 
nights in the shed before last night hadn’t done his body any favours. And that pain in his 
shoulder that he’d almost forgotten about disappeared too. That was nice. He absently rubbed 
at the back of his neck as he finished the arepa. 


He practically forgot about the couple as he continued eating. The food was better than 
anything he got at home. His madre wasn’t exactly the best cook. She was usually half-drunk 
while doing it and wine got splashed into most dishes. 


So he startled when a cup of tea was placed down in front of him. 

He looked up in surprise to find a pretty, young lady with a red bow in her hair studying him. 
“Lo siento,” she murmured, voice surprisingly soft. “Arepas are always better with tea.” 

He swallowed his mouthful quickly. “Gracias.” 

He wasn’t even sure who this was! 

“Hola Dolores,” Pepa called absently. 

“Mija!” Felix spun around in excitement. 

Dolores just hummed in response to her padre s excitement. 

“Ah, introductions!” Felix said. “Dolores, this is Camilo. “Camilo, this is mi hija, Dolores.” 
Oh, right. The Madrigal who could hear everything. 

“Hola,” he greeted nervously, overly aware of how many arepas he’d eaten. 

She gave him a slight smile in return. 

“Antonio hasn’t stopped talking about you,” she said. 

Camilo blinked in surprise at that. 


“Which reminds me!” Felix clapped his hands together. “We wanted to ask if you’d be 
willing to be Antonio’s regular babysitter Camilo.” 


Camilo almost dropped the arepa he was eating. 


“What?” 


“Antonio just adored you,” Pepa said. “We’d like you to think about becoming his regular 
babysitter if you don’t mind?” 


“T-uh-” he didn’t know how to react to this. He didn’t think he’d done that good of a job. 
But... a steady job like that? It would really help him with his daily quota. 

“You can say no niñito, ” Pepa told him gently. 

“No! I mean, that’s not it, I just,” he bit his lip. “Me?” 

Pepa and Felix both nodded. 

“Same payment as last time anytime you look after him,” Felix added. 

Camilo picked anxiously at a frayed thread on his shirt sleeve. 

“I-I can do that.” 


He felt almost dizzy. Being paid that much just for babysitting? On a regular basis? He’d 
make his quota much more often. 


“Great!” Felix beamed at him. 


Camilo tentatively returned the smile. He couldn’t quite believe this was happening. 


After a bit of talking to iron out the details, Camilo was out of Casita with a few extra arepas. 
Pepa and Felix watched him go while Dolores moved around behind them as she cleaned up. 
“Mi amor?” Felix asked quietly. 

“There was a cigarette burn on the back of his neck,” she answered tightly. 

Felix ground his teeth together. 

“PII keep an ear out,” Dolores said without looking up. 

“Gracias mija,” he sighed. 


They were going to need to watch carefully. 


Manuel 


Camilo hefted Antonio a little higher on his hip as he walked. The little boy was looking 
around eagerly, always curious about everything he saw. 


Camilo did feel a bit anxious about turning down requests to do something, but he was in the 
middle of a job and it would easily make up for the lost money of denying the others. 


The Madrigals didn't need him to look after Antonio all the time of course. About three times 
a week usually. But he made his quota every time he did and managed to slip a few coins 
away too. The other days were still more uncertain but he got to sleep inside five days out of 
seven most weeks. 


Which was great considering how cold it was getting. 
Antonio smacked him in the face, dragging him out of his thoughts, and Camilo chuckled. 
"Am I thinking too much Toñito?" He asked and the toddler just grinned back. 


Camilo had quickly become attached to the kid. He was just adorable and taking care of him 
was fun. 


"Hey! Kid!" 


Camilo tensed up at the familiar voice and turned around nervously, grip on Antonio 
tightening slightly. 


Manuel, one of his parents' friends, walked up to him with his eyes locked on Antonio in an 
uncomfortable way. 


"Hola Senor," Camilo greeted politely. 


He would be in so much trouble if his parents heard about him being disrespectful to their 
friends. 


"Is that the Madrigal kid?" Manuel asked, barely acknowledging his greeting. 


Camilo shifted nervously. "S7," he answered, gaze dropping to find Antonio watching them 
curiously with his hand in his mouth. 


"How'd you end up with him brat?" 
Camilo hid his wince at the word. He'd been getting used to niño and niñito apparently. 
He shrugged in answer. "Felix asked me to," he mumbled. 


"You know what your padre thinks of you mumbling," Manuel said sharply and Camilo 
winced. 


"Lo siento," he apologised, words clear this time. 


"That's better." He turned his attention back to Antonio and Camilo had to fight the urge to 
block the toddler from his sight. "I'm surprised the Madrigals paid any attention to you," he 
mused. "Considering you're not more than a street rat who’s lucky your parents still decided 
to keep." 


Camilo bit his lip, the words hurting as much as usual. They always commented on him being 
lucky his parents kept him. That they could change their minds at any time. 


Even more of a reason to secretly save up. At least he had a roof over his head at night right 
now. That could change very easily. 


Manuel dropped a heavy hand on Camilo's shoulder and he flinched as the grip tightened too 
much. It was nothing like when Felix did it. 


He couldn't help the way he shifted Antonio slightly further away from the man. 
"How'd you end up crossing paths with Felix?" 


Camilo swallowed, knowing that everything he said would end up reaching his parents before 
he got home. 


"I think a friend of his recommended me. I’ve- I've got a reputation of being an okay 
babysitter." 


"Hmm, maybe you are good for something boy." 


Camilo wanted to jerk out of his hold as his thumb rubbed circles on his shoulder. Manuel 
was always so touchy and it made Camilo uncomfortable. 


"Or maybe they just pity you." 


He forced himself to stay still while Manuel got too close and he hated being this close to the 
man he needed space he needed- 


His rambling, near-panicked thoughts were cut off by someone clearing their throat nearby. 


Manuel leaned out of his space and Camilo breathed a bit easier, grip on Antonio tight like he 
thought someone might take him. 


Looking over, he found Dolores watching them with a neutral expression, hands folded in 
front of her. 


"Dolores," Manuel greeted and Camilo could hear a thread of nervousness in his voice. 


He tightened his grip on Camilo's shoulder in warning and the teen forced himself to stay 
still. 


Dolores didn't say anything, just raised an eyebrow. She suddenly reminded Camilo a lot of 
Pepa. 


The silence stretched between them and Camilo was startled to realise that all the power in 
this stand-off lay with Dolores. 


"Are you... here to pick up Antonio?" Camilo asked, unable to take the silence or the 
pressure on his shoulder anymore. 


He didn't want to be alone with Manuel, but he'd gladly take the chance to get the toddler 
away from the guy. 


To his surprise, Dolores shook her head. 


"I'm just taking a walk," she spoke for the first time since appearing. "It would be a pity to 
waste such a lovely day." 


Manuel let go of Camilo's shoulder at the word and he swallowed his sigh of relief as the 
pressure lifted, leaving just an ache. 


"Sí," Manuel said warily. 

Dolores just hummed. Her gaze flicked over Manuel for a moment before turning to Camilo. 
"It's almost lunchtime. We should get something for Antonio," she said quietly. 

She walked up to them, eyes flicking to Manuel one more time. 

Whatever Manuel saw in her eyes seemed to make him nervous. 

"I'm a friend of his parents. I know the kid." 

She just hummed again and tugged on Camilo's sleeve to get him to follow her. 

He glanced back once to find Manuel glaring at them and he shuddered. 

How much of that would reach his parents? 

When they rounded a corner, Dolores looked back at him. 


She didn't say anything, didn't ask. She just took his hand and squeezed it before they 
continued on. 


That small action calmed his racing heart. 


Camilo anxiously handed over his money pouch. 


Padre had already lit a cigar and he fought not to cough as he got a cloud of smoke in his 
face. 


"I heard something interesting," Padre mused as he started counting the money slowly. 
Camilo swallowed and kept his gaze on his shoes. 
"You been hanging around those Madrigals boy?" 


Camilo's mouth was dry as he answered. "I didn't think it was smart to say no to them," he 
made sure he didn't mumble or stammer. "I didn't want to make them mad." 


"Hmmm." 
He got a faceful of cigar smoke again. 


"Not a bad thing, having a connection to them," padre mused, finishing his counting. "And 
you made your quota." 


"They pay well," Camilo said weakly. 

"I can imagine. Rich bastards, the lot of them." 

Camilo bit his tongue to stop from defending them. It would only get him in trouble. 
"Everyone wants to get close to the Madrigals," his madre spoke up from her seat. 
Camilo was surprised she wasn't drunk yet. 


"It is a good thing for the reputation," padre agreed. "Maybe you did something right after all 
boy." 


Camilo held his breath. 

"We'll see how this goes," padre decided, tossing the empty money pouch at him. 
"There's a party tomorrow night," madre murmured. 

"We'll bring you along," his padre decided, surprisingly the hell out of Camilo. 


He tried to hide his excitement at the idea. Going to one of the Madrigal’s parties? He'd never 
been allowed that before. 


Holding back the smile that wanted to break free, he just nodded instead. 


For a moment he thought that it was over. That that was it. He could eat his food and go to 
sleep. 


As he started walking to the kitchen though, his padre stood up and grabbed him by the back 
of the shirt. 


The movement was far rougher than when Pepa did it. 


He hardly had any time to brace himself before the cigar was pressed to the back of his neck. 


Camilo hissed in pain and squeezed his eyes shut, but he kept the whimper and cry back. This 
was one of padre s favourite things to do. A small mark that was easily hidden but hurt for 
days. He kept his head bowed and fought not to jerk away. 


When the cigar was removed, he dragged in a sharp breath and blinked away the tears in his 
eyes. 


"Remember your place boy," padre murmured in his ear. "Don't get any ideas because the 
Madrigals decided to pity a pathetic little boy like you." 


Camilo gave a small nod, the pain of the burn on his neck worsening with the movement. 
Padre clapped his shoulder right over where Manuel had gripped too tightly. 


"No food tonight. You're doing chores in the house tomorrow. Consider this a reminder of 
what you stand to lose if you misbehave." 


He shoved Camilo away from the kitchen and towards his room. He didn't even try to argue. 
That would just make padre mad. 


He closed the door behind him and sank down to sit on his bed. The shaking started then as 
he released his tight hold on his emotions and fear had him shivering so hard his teeth 
clacked together. 


He got off easy tonight. 
He moved to wrap his arms around himself but an ache in his shoulder stopped him. 


Carefully stripping off his shirt proved what he already suspected. A dark bruise wrapped 
around his shoulder where Manuel had gripped him. He could make out individual fingers in 
the mark. 


That was going to hurt for a while. And they’d make sure he couldn't eat at the party. 
His neck burned. 
At least he had lunch today thanks to Dolores. That would help. 


He sighed and lay down to sleep. He'd need it for the chores tomorrow. 


Party 


Camilo's body ached as he trailed after his parents up the hill to Casita. Madre had given him 
slightly nicer clothes to wear but all they did was rub against the burn occasionally, sending a 
spike of pain down his spine and up into his head. 


It just hurt. 


His shoulder also hurt. The ache had only grown worse with his chores and it throbbed with 
pain. He was trying not to move that arm. 


He wasn't sure that going to the party was a good thing anymore and he was sure his parents 
had intended that. 


He changed his mind when he got a good look at the place. 
There was no other way to describe it. Casita looked alive. 


There was music and people dancing, the house was interacting with them as much as any 
person did. Casita took hats and coats and ushered them inside. 


Camilo looked around in awe before a tight hold clamped down on his wrist, making him 
look up at his madre. 


She didn't look at him but the message was clear. 
No wandering off. No talking to people. 
No fun. 


Camilo kept his gaze down after that, following his madre's subtle tugs through the crowd. 
They were greeting their friends from the village and chatting happily while keeping Camilo 
close behind. Never talking but obediently staying by their side. 


They were talking to Manuel at the moment and the man still made Camilo uncomfortable. 


"I can keep an eye on him if you'd like?" Manuel said with a smile as Camilo's eyes widened 
in dismay. He hated spending time with the man. 


He already knew what the answer would be. 


"You're very good at keeping him out of trouble," padre agreed and his madre tugged him 
forward towards Manuel. 


The hand that landed on his shoulder was familiar and he held back a wince as the muscles 
ached even worse at the weight. He'd bet that Manuel's hand was lining up with the bruises 
perfectly. 


Madre ran her fingers over the back of his neck, a move that probably looked fond to 
everyone else but made him bite back a cry of pain at the purposeful press against the burn. 


"Be good," she warned as they walked away. 

Manuel tugged him in closer, too close in Camilo's opinion, and leaned down with a grin. 
"Let's mingle, hmm?" 

Camilo didn't have an option as he dragged the teenager away to join a group of his friends. 


He couldn't do anything but stand there, anxiously gripping his arm, as Manuel talked to his 
friends. The hand on his shoulder felt smothering and Camilo wished he'd let go and give him 
some space. 


He'd been excited for this night. Even if he didn't want to admit it. Excited to finally get to 
see what a Madrigal party was like. 


But instead, he was kept close like he was on a leash and stuck in boring conversations he 
couldn't even participate in. 


And Manuel still wouldn't let go. 
He was staring at his feet so he didn't notice her until she announced her presence. 
"Ninito!" 


Camilo's head snapped up to find Pepa striding towards them. She smiled when he looked up 
at her and a bit of warmth leaked back into him. She was so pretty when she smiled. Much 
better than when she was annoyed or upset. He'd seen her like that from a distance before. 


"I didn't know you were coming niñito," she said cheerfully. "Not until Dolores told me." 


Manuel tightened his grip at the mention of Dolores and Camilo couldn't hold back his flinch 
this time. His shoulder was seriously hurting now. 


Pepa's eyes narrowed on Manuel's hand. 
"Hola Pepa," Camilo greeted softly. 


"He's shy," Manuel explained confidently. "It's his first party, so his parents asked me to keep 
an eye on him." 


"I see," Pepa's voice was flat and so devoid of any belief that Manuel actually winced, grip 
tightening a little again. "Well, Camilo isn't going to get any less shy by staying on the edges. 
And you're obviously busy. After all the help he's been with Antonio, it's only right I give 
him a good taste of a Madrigal fiesta." 


Camilo's heart was pounding in his chest as he stared at his feet again. He didn't know how 
his parents would react but he'd risk it for a night of just enjoying himself. He got the feeling 


that the Madrigals would help him figure it out. How to relax and just have fun. 
"I don't know if that's a good idea," Manuel tried. 


"Ay a young niño can't just stand on the sidelines like this! He needs to be in the middle of it, 
dancing and eating and enjoying himself. You're only young once. Besides, Dolores said that 
she wants a dance with him. And I would too after all the help he's been." 


Camilo's gaze snapped up again to look at her in surprise. 
Her expression clearly dared Manuel to argue with her any further. 


The man's grip tightened a little again, to the point that pain was shooting down Camilo's 
arm, before suddenly letting go. 


"Not too late," Manuel said in a light tone. "His parents like to get him in bed by ten.” 
That was a lie, but Camilo wasn't going to say anything. 


He was surprised when Pepa reached out and took the hand that wasn't getting phantom pains 
from his shoulder and tugged him along. 


"Si sí," She tossed over her shoulder. "Don't be such a stick in the mud Manuel. Live a little." 


Her hold on his hand was gentle and he knew that if he wanted to pull free, he would be able 
to. He looked up when she tugged him a little to bring him next to her instead of behind her. 


“Ready for a party ninito?” she asked, smile warm. 
“I’ve never been to one before,” he admitted nervously. 
“That just means we need to make it memorable,” she winked at him. 


“Starting with food,” Dolores said and Camilo would swear she just appeared out of 
nowhere. 


She held out a plate of food. “You’re going to need a lot of energy to keep up with all of us.” 
Pepa let go of his hand so he could take the plate Dolores handed to him. 
“And you can’t dance properly with a bruised shoulder,” she murmured, voice barely audible. 


Camilo swallowed nervously and looked up at her. But he didn’t find pity or annoyance or 
anything he expected to see. 


Dolores was smiling slightly at him and patted his hand as she let go of the plate. 
“There’s a lot of dancing,” she said. “And I want one with you too.” 


“T’ve got first dibs,” Pepa said, making Camilo blink. He’d almost forgotten she was there. 
“So eat your food niñito. Then we’ll show you how a Madrigal parties.” She poked him on 


the forehead and Camilo blinked at the pair in confusion for a moment. 


His parents would be annoyed by this. By him eating the healing food and not staying with 
Manuel. For him dancing or laughing or having fun. 


But he wanted that. He wanted it so badly. He wanted the aches in his body to go away. He 
wanted to stay away from Manuel and his too-tight grip and lack of respect for personal 
space. He wanted to dance and laugh and have a night to just have fun. 


He’d deal with the consequences later. 


He bit into one of the arepas on the plate and felt warm at the smiles he got from both 
Dolores and Pepa when he did. 


For one night, he could just be a normal kid. 


Fun 


Pepa waited until he’d finished the food at least, Dolores having wandered off again. 


“Right!” she swept the empty plate out of his hands and studied him for a moment. “Too 
stuffy. You’ ll get far too hot like that.” 


Before he could say anything, she undid the button on his collar and rolled up his sleeves a 
bit. The shirt immediately felt less constricting. 


“Hmm, your hair could use a cut,” she mused as she rearranged his curls a bit. He knew that 
it was getting too long. But he didn’t want to bring it up with his madre since she tended to 
cut too much off so that it was more time before she had to do it again. 


He looked ridiculous when his hair was like that. So he’d suffer through it being too long for 
as long as he could stand it. 


“Right!” Pepa said again, studying him once more before leaning down to wipe a bit of sauce 
from the corner of his mouth. 


The movement was so easy and natural that it stunned him for a moment. 
“Now let’s go dance ninito!” 

She grabbed his hand again and pulled him towards the packed dancefloor. 
“T, uh, I can’t dance,” he admitted, starting to rethink this all. 


Pepa just laughed though. “That doesn’t matter niñito! The point is to have fun!” 


He didn’t have a chance to say anything more as she hauled him onto the dancefloor. There 
were people everywhere and he felt anxious about getting lost in the crowd, but Pepa didn’t 
let go. 


The music was loud and everyone was dancing however they wanted, some slower and some 
faster. Some in groups, some alone and some in pairs. 


It was all so overwhelming and he unconsciously squeezed Pepa’s hand. He yelped when she 
pulled him close and poked his forehead again. 


“Stop thinking so hard niñito. It doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. All that matters is 
that you have fun.” 


It was all a blur after that really. Pepa was constantly moving and Camilo ended up just 
letting the hurricane in human form pull him across the dancefloor. 


And he had to admit... it was fun. 


It was fun when she spun him out or in a circle. It drew a laugh from him when she dipped 
him. He tried to mimic what he saw around them and he didn’t feel like he did too badly. 


He was still relieved when Dolores showed up to steal him for a dance. She was just as 
graceful as her madre, but more subdued. It gave Camilo a moment to catch his breath. 


“You looked like you could use a break from mamá,” she teased lightly. 

He ducked his head, still panting a bit. 

“Don’t feel bad about it. I think only papa can really keep up with her.” 

He followed her gaze and stumbled to a stop at the sight, Dolores catching him easily. 


Pepa and Felix were on the dancefloor together, the crowd having cleared a space around 
them. 


And they were dancing. 


Perfectly in sync with the music and in sync with each other. The dance was complicated but 
flawless, Pepa’s dress flaring out beautifully. 


And they were smiling and laughing through it all. 
It was amazing. 


Camilo had always liked music and he’d danced with the kids when he babysat them near 
musicians playing. But this was on an entirely different level and- 


He wanted to be able to do that. To be able to dance like that. Confidently and so lost in the 
music and moment that he didn’t even notice anything around him. 


He wanted to be able to dance at all, instead of fumbling through basic steps or just getting 
dragged along. It was fun but he wanted to be able to do that. 


Most of his life had consisted of Camilo desperately wanting two things. Up until he was 
nine, that was his parents’ approval and love. 


After he turned ten though, all he wanted was to get out from under their thumb, to not be 
afraid when he went home every day. 


For the first time, he wanted something else that had nothing to do with his parents or money 
or anything like that. 


He just... wanted to learn how to dance. 
"They're amazing," he said in awe. 


Dolores hummed in agreement. 


He didn't seem to be the only one who couldn't tear his eyes away either. Everyone was 
watching them in awe and envy. 


The Madrigal pair was the centre of attention, shining brighter than the sun. 


Eventually, it came to an end. Everyone went back to dancing and Dolores helped Camilo 
through a few steps patiently. 


He wasn't prepared when a girl his age with curly hair and glasses popped up next to them. 


"Hola!" She greeted with an excited smile. "You're Camilo right? Antonio talks about you all 
the time. I'm Mirabel!" 


She shoved her hand out and he shook it, feeling bewildered. 
"My turn for a dance!" She chirped. 


And before he could say anything, he was dragged back into the middle of it all. He looked 
over his shoulder just in time to catch Dolores waving at them. 


Mirabel wasn't as good of a dancer as Pepa or Dolores, but she definitely made up for it in 
sheer enthusiasm and energy. And she was still leagues better than he was. 


Half the time she was just spinning around with him until he got dizzy and was laughing. 
He hadn't laughed this much in as long as he could remember. 


At some point, they were both so dizzy that Mirabel accidentally let go and he fell out of the 
crowd. 


Before he could hit the floor though, strong hands caught him. 


It took a few blinks before he focused on the woman helping him back on his feet and to a 
chair. 


"Mirabel got you?" She laughed. 

She was Luisa, he realised. The super strong Madrigal he saw the most in town. 
"Gracias," he thanked her, embarrassed by needing the help. 

She waved it off though. 


"Mirabel does it to a lot of people. I'm usually catching them," she chuckled good-naturedly. 
"You should probably sit for a while though. I'll bet you're dizzy." 


Camilo ducked his head sheepishly and she clapped her hand on his shoulder, far more gently 
than Manuel ever did despite her strength, and went on her way. 


Camilo slumped in his seat, panting. This party was a whirlwind of activity. 


But it was so much fun. He felt so alive with all these people around, right in the middle of 
the activity. 


He was so distracted by it all that he didn't notice them until a hand clamped down on his 
shoulder, sharp nails digging into his shirt. 


It felt like ice water had been dumped on him and he didn't need to turn his head to know it 
was his parents behind him. 


"I think it's time for an early night for you," madre said calmly. 
Camilo swallowed hard and nodded. 

Because what other option did he have? 

As he was forced to his feet though, another person arrived. 
"You're Camilo right?" 


He looked up and his jaw almost dropped. She even surprised his parents and Camilo 
wondered if madre's nails were tearing his shirt. 


Because that was Isabela Madrigal. The most popular and famous of the family. 


Literally everyone wanted to get on her good side, wanted to talk to her, wanted anything 
they could get from the poised, graceful woman. 


She raised an eyebrow, prompting Camilo to answer quickly with a nod. 


"Hmm, you've been spending a lot of time with mi primonito,” she mused. "I want to see 
what kind of person you are. So dance with me." 


Camilo's stomach dropped at the thought of trying to dance with the Isabela Madrigal. 
He shot a glance up at his parents, surprised when his madre let go of his shoulder. 
"Well then boy," his padre said. "Can't turn down one of the hosts." 


Camilo was pretty sure that it had more to do with them trying to look good in front of 
Isabela specifically than anything else. 


He didn't get a chance to say anything as she grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him into 
the crowd. 


"I'm, uh, I'm not a good dancer," he tried to warn her, heart in his throat. "Tonight was the 
first time I did it." 


"Well that was obvious from the way Mirabel was throwing you around the dancefloor," she 
huffed, flicking a lock of hair over her shoulder. 


Camilo felt his face heat up in mortification. Did- did he look ridiculous? 


He was surprised when she came to a halt and turned to face him. 


"You need lessons," she told him. "You already seem halfway-decent so teaching you some 
basic steps shouldn't be hard." 


He blinked up at her in surprise as she directed him through some. 


After a few minutes, he could get some simple steps down. She only spoke again when he 
wasn't staring at his feet as much. 


"Dolores asked me to intervene," she said, making Camilo's eyes snap up. "Why did you need 
someone to intervene between you and your parents?" 


Camilo's lips parted, half a dozen words caught in his throat. He wanted to say them all. 
Wanted to tell someone. 


But his parents told him no one would believe him. 

...and when he did tell someone, they didn't. 

Clumsy. 

Attention seeker. 

Does it for sympathy. 

He'd been dismissed and his punishment had been so bad he'd never tried again. 
So the words stayed locked in his throat as he stared up at Isabela helplessly. 
After a moment she hummed and seemed to drop the topic, much to his relief. 


She showed him a few more steps before suddenly letting go and someone else unexpectedly 
swept off with him. 


"You having fun niño?" Felix asked with a laugh and Camilo smiled. 
"Si," he answered, genuinely happy in a way he rarely was. 


Felix drew him around the dancefloor in a crazy dance and by the time they stepped out of 
the crowd, close to ten, Camilo was both tired and disappointed that the night was ending 
soon. 


Pepa appeared at their side and smiled at him. 
"Did you have fun niñito?" She asked, echoing Felix’s earlier question. 
Despite whatever waited for him at home, Camilo gave her a real smile and nodded. 


She seemed honestly happy with that answer and before he knew it, she'd pressed a barely 
there kiss to his forehead. 


"I'm glad you had fun Cami," she smiled at him. 

And for the first time in a very long time, Camilo felt warm again. 
A smile, a nickname, just affection. 

He would do so much just to get a taste of that again. 


He'd long since given up on getting it from his parents. On getting it at all from a village that 
barely noticed his existence. 


But these two noticed. Maybe noticed too much. 
But they made him feel warm after years of cold. 
And he didn't know how to go back to the cold after getting a taste of this. 


Felix ruffled his hair before they both walked him over to his parents, Pepa resting a gentle 
hand on his back. 


"Gracias for letting us steal him for the night," Felix said cheerfully. "I hope we didn't tire 
him out too much." 


Madre smiled at them while padre spoke to Felix briefly. 

"Did he behave?" She asked Pepa and Camilo couldn't help but tense a little. 

"He was wonderful," Pepa answered easily. "You're very lucky to have such a sweet hijo” 
Madre just hummed and in no time they were leaving Casita, that tight grip back on his wrist. 


He still felt warm though. And he'd treasure it until the cold leeched it out of him again. 


Pepa and Felix watched the couple leaving with Camilo. 


"He's so skittish and unsure," Pepa whispered. "And I don't like that Manuel. I don't like how 
he looks at Camilo." 


Felix pulled her close in a hug as Dolores and Isabela walked up. 


"His heart races when they're near. He doesn't like Manuel and his parents scare him," 
Dolores told them bluntly. 


Isabela was twirling a lock of hair around her finger. 


"When I asked why he'd need help getting away from his parents, he looked like he wanted to 
tell me but he was too scared to. I've never seen someone look at me like that before." 


Pepa scowled. "I hate that we need clear evidence." 


"And we can't ask him since that might scare him off," Felix sighed. 
Clenching her jaw, Pepa leaned into her husband. 


She'd see that bright smile again. She swore she would. 


I Thought It Was Obvious! 


Camilo hadn't seen this coming, but he probably should have. The guys in town spent so 
much time trying to catch Isabela Madrigal’s attention, and he ended up dancing with her at 
the party. Some random nobody kid who did odd jobs around town. 


He really should have seen it coming. 


He yelped as he tried to keep his feet under him while being shoved between the older boys. 
They'd boxed him in down an alley and he really didn't have a hope of stopping them. They 
were seventeen or eighteen and he was just a scrawny thirteen-year-old. 


Camilo's ankle twisted under him when another shove sent him completely off balance and 
he let out a cry of pain. 


Like that was some kind of cue, the leader of the group punched him and knocked him to the 
ground. 


Camilo hissed as he resisted the urge to touch his cheek. His parents wouldn't like that there 
was a visible mark since that was definitely going to bruise. And his lip was split too. 


He was dragged back to his feet suddenly, uncomfortably close to the guy's face. 


"You need to remember your place brat," he spat and Camilo's eyes widened when another 
punch came his way. That one was definitely going to cause a black eye and he was pretty 
sure his eyebrow split. 


He was going to be stuck in the shed for days waiting for these to heal up enough so he could 
be let out into town again. 


A soft clink made him look up and fear shivered through him at the sight of his money pouch 
on the ground. It must have fallen out of his pocket. 


Before he could grab it though, the leader of the group did with a nasty smile. 

"I'll be keeping this," he said with a smirk while Camilo's heart sank. 

His padre would kill him if he didn't come back with any money today. 

He didn't get any chance to protest or plead though. 

"Let's put him where he belongs," the guy said while inspecting the contents of the bag. 
Camilo was confused as they grabbed his arms and hauled him up. 

But he caught on pretty quickly when they dragged him over to a large bin. 


"No!" He tried to dig in his heels but they continued to drag him forward easily. 


One of them lifted the lid and the others picked him up to shove him headfirst into the bin. 


Camilo blindly threw his hands out to try and stop them or cover his face, but a sharp pain in 
his palm made dread spread through him. 


There must be broken bottles in here and he'd just sliced his hand open on one. 
He didn't want to find out how many there were. 

Camilo kicked his legs to try and get free but their grips didn't falter. 

"Por favor!" He shouted. "There- there's glass! Stop!" 


They clearly didn't care as they shoved him in further. He cried out again as the glass piece 
dug into his hand. 


They were going to shove him all the way in and shut the lid. His hand was already impaled. 
It might get his face or neck or- 


His panicked thoughts were stopped by a quiet noise he really shouldn't have heard over their 
laughter and jeers. 


A clearing of a throat. 


The noise above him fell silent and they stopped pushing him down. Camilo swallowed, 
barely holding himself up from crashing down all the way. His hand was throbbing and his 
ankle hurt from the rough way they'd grabbed it to push him in further. His face hurt and he 
was scared. 


"Por favor," he pleaded on a sob. 


There was the sudden sound of the guys moving away and Camilo whined. He wasn't sure he 
could push himself out. That would mean putting more pressure on his hand and pressing that 
glass deeper. 


Before he could plead again, hands landed on him. He flinched initially before realising that 
these hands were delicate and gentle. 


He let out a sob of relief when he was pulled out of the bin. He stumbled when he was free 
and his legs gave out under him, sending him to the ground. He held his bleeding hand close 
to his chest and looked up at the sound of a squeak. 


It was Dolores, looking down at him in worry and concern. Her eyes flicked between his face 
and hand before she looked back to the group of guys. 


They were looking far less confident and almost seemed scared of Dolores. 
She held out her hand. "Give it here," she ordered and the leader hesitated. 


She raised her eyebrow. 


"Unless you want your mamá to know what you were doing with that farmer's daughter last 
week?" 


The guy blanched and hurriedly tossed Camilo's money bag to her. 
"If I ever catch you near him again, it'll be my mama you'll be dealing with," she warned. 
They practically fled after that and she turned back to Camilo. 


He was still a bit in shock so he didn't fight it when she pulled his injured hand away from 
him. 


He cringed at the sight of the large glass shard dug into his palm. 
He must look like an absolute mess and tears stung his eyes. 


"Can you walk?" Dolores asked gently. "I don't have my Tia's food on me and I don't want to 
leave you alone." 


He hesitated. 


"M-my ankle's sprained," he admitted, body shaking as it processed all the different points of 
pain. His ankle was throbbing still. His face ached and his hand just plain hurt. 


A gentle hand on his shoulder drew his attention back to her. 
"Can you try?" She asked gently. 
He swallowed hard and nodded. He'd walked on injured ankles tons of times before. 


He was surprised when she pulled his uninjured arm over her shoulders and helped him 
stand, taking part of his weight as she put her other arm around his waist. 


"I don't want to take that glass out yet. Not until we've got something to heal you on hand. 


Camilo nodded slightly, holding that hand close to his chest again. Not close enough to get 
blood on his shirt though. His madre would be furious if he did. 


Most of the trip up to Casita was a bit of a blur, his focus on the pain contrasting with the 
warmth he felt whenever Dolores squeezed the hand draped over her shoulders gently. 


Before he knew it, they were at the living house and Camilo was only now realising this 
might have been a bad idea. He didn't want to burden them. 


"Mama," Dolores called towards the kitchen and Camilo was surprised to find he felt a little 
safer when Pepa popped her head out of the kitchen. 


"What's wrong mija-" 


She gasped when she spotted Camilo and raced into the room. 


"Camilo!" 
A noise in the kitchen preceded Felix rushing out too. 


"Some guys in town ganged up on him," Dolores murmured in explanation as Pepa cupped 
his face gently and tilted it up into the light. 


He blinked at worried green eyes and didn't understand why the desire to cry only doubled. 
He didn't want to seem weak in front of them. 


"Oh ninito," she breathed, a cloud forming above her head. 


She brushed a feather-light touch over his cheek and he guessed she was studying the bruises 
and cuts. He licked his split lip self-consciously. 


"He twisted his ankle but his hand's the worst," Dolores continued. 


Pepa looked down at his hand and Camilo almost jumped when the cloud darkened and 
rumbled with thunder. 


"What happened?" She demanded as Felix replaced Dolores in holding him upright. 


He cringed at the idea of telling the story but Dolores beat him to it as Felix helped him 
towards the kitchen. 


The man helped Camilo into a chair and Pepa's cloud thundered again as Dolores told the 
whole story. She'd apparently started heading his way the moment she heard him cry out the 
first time. 


Hearing that made him feel warm through the shock. She'd cared enough that she'd heard 
him? 


Pepa took his uninjured hand while Felix gently pulled his hurt one away. 
They both grimaced at the sight of the glass. 


"I'm going to pull this out niño," Felix said gently. "It's going to hurt but I'll be as quick as I 
can." 


Camilo nodded nervously. He was surprised to realise that he believed Felix when he said he 
wouldn't hurt him any more than necessary. Outside of this situation, Camilo actually didn't 
think Felix would hurt him at all. 


He braced himself as Felix reached for the shard and Pepa squeezed his hand. 


He still wasn't ready when the shard was pulled out, sending a sharp stab of pain up his arm. 
He kicked out automatically, unconsciously wanting whatever caused the pain away, while 
squeezing Pepa's hand. 


There was suddenly an arepa in front of him and he realised Pepa was talking gently. 


"Ninito, I need you to take a bite. Just one will be fine. Can you do that for me?" 
He found himself opening his mouth and taking a shaky bite of the food. 


As soon as he swallowed, the pain just drained out of him and he swayed, barely being 
caught by Felix. 


Pepa was still holding his hand and urged him to take another bite of the arepa while Felix 
accepted the wet cloth Dolores handed him to clean Camilo's bloody hand. 


Once he'd finished the arepa and his hand was clean, Felix moved over to clean the blood off 
his face. 


Camilo became aware of the unpleasant smell he'd picked up from the trash around about 
then and felt shame bubble up at the state he was in. He probably stank. There was likely 
trash in his hair and he'd bet there were a couple of stains on his shirt. 


Another arepa was pressed into his healed hand and Pepa started picking through his hair 
while Felix pulled back. 


She was frowning and the cloud was still there. 


"Tsk, I should give those boys a few shocks," she muttered, pulling bits of trash free from his 
curls. 


Meanwhile, Felix encouraged him to eat his arepa as he took another wet cloth and wiped at 
the mess on his shirt. 


It would leave the material a bit damp but it seemed like there wouldn't be any stains, much 
to Camilo's relief. 


He ate the arepa on autopilot, watching the couple work together. He was feeling that warmth 
from the party again. He'd never been fussed over like this before. 


Dolores was at the counter making tea when Felix pulled back at last. 
"Looking much better niño," he said cheerfully. "How're you feeling?" 
Camilo finished his arepa and gave him a small smile. 

"Much better. Gracias." 

"De nada," Felix patted his shoulder lightly. 

Pepa tsked again. 

"Ay I want to just wash your hair," she huffed. "Would you mind ninito?" 
He blinked up at her in surprise. 


"Uh, no, I don't mind," he said shyly. He didn't really get to wash his hair often. 


Pepa twisted a curl around her finger. 
"It's so long," she mused. "Would you like me to cut it?" 


It was nearly reaching his shoulders by now and he'd been preparing himself to bite the bullet 
and ask his madre. 


This seemed like a better idea so he nodded his head. 


Dolores disappeared briefly from the room while Pepa and Felix pulled out a basin and filled 
it with warm water. 


They'd given Camilo another arepa so he was absently eating it as he watched them. 
Dolores returned and he was surprised to see combs and bottles in her arms. 

She gave him a smile when she saw him looking. 

"Curls need a lot of maintenance," she explained. 

She showed him the bottles of shampoo and conditioner along with the different combs. 


He was a little overwhelmed, having expected to just wash his hair with water before having 
it cut. 


Felix went back to sitting down with a cup of tea while Dolores helped Pepa wash out 
Camilo's hair, adding shampoo and conditioner. It smelled great and was so much better than 
the stink of trash. 


After that, Pepa sat him in a chair and grabbed scissors and a comb. 


Dolores had pushed another arepa into his hand and he'd lost count of how many he'd eaten. 
But he wouldn't turn down great food. 


"How long do you want it?" Pepa asked. 


Camilo looked up in surprise before nervously showing her his preferred length. She just 
smiled and nodded before tilting his head down and starting to cut away. 


A peaceful silence fell over the room. Camilo hadn't known a silence could be peaceful. 
It was usually filled with tension or fear when he was involved. 


Pepa hummed as she cut and Camilo found himself completely relaxing. He was actually 
startled when Pepa was done, dusting hair off his shoulders. 


Dolores produced a mirror and held it up for him. 


"What do you think niñito?" Pepa asked, resting her hands lightly on his shoulders. 


Camilo stared at his reflection for a moment. His hair was at the perfect length, drying curls 
looking better than they had in a while. 


"It's great," he assured her. "Gracias." 
She smiled again and surprised him by dropping a kiss into his hair. 


He didn't have long to process that since Dolores was leading him to sit at the table with Felix 
and handing him a cup of tea while Pepa cleaned up the hair on the floor. 


She joined them with her own tea a bit later and the moment just felt... safe. 


He was far away from his parents, their friends and the people from the village who would 
hurt him. 


He felt strangely secure in the belief that these three wouldn't hurt him and the knowledge let 
him just enjoy his tea without worry. 


A squeak from Dolores drew his attention as she reached into her pocket and handed over his 
money pouch. 


He couldn't hold back a sigh of relief at getting it back. He might not make his quota but his 
padre wouldn't be angry over there being nothing. 


As he slipped it into his pocket, he noticed Felix and Pepa exchange a glance. 

"Nino," Felix said gently. "Can we ask why you're so focused on earning money every day?" 
Camilo squirmed in his seat nervously, biting his lip. 

"You don't have to answer if you don't want to," Pepa added kindly. 

That's what ended up convincing him. 


"I help out with the house income," he murmured anxiously. “Madre doesn't work. So I-I help 
out." 


Mostly paying for their ridiculous alcohol problem. 


"You seem nervous about making a certain amount," Felix said, voice still gentle. Not 
demanding in the least. 


Camilo kept his gaze on his tea. 


"Padre, he, uh, he sets a quota?" The words got stuck in his throat for a moment. "He gets," 
(violent, angry), "disappointed if I don't make it. It's not enough to help then." 


He felt anxious from telling them that much and startled a little when Pepa reached over to 
squeeze his hand. 


"Gracias, for telling us," She said warmly. 


There was no sign of them being dubious or skeptical of his words and he relaxed again. 
The moment was broken as Mirabel walked into the kitchen, yawning. 

"Oh, hola Camilo," she greeted sleepily before greeting her family as well. 

Pepa grimaced. "You didn't sleep last night?" 

Mirabel chuckled. "Antonio was very fussy." 

"You should have fetched me Mira," she scolded lightly. 

Mirabel just shook her head. 

"I was already up." 

Camilo looked at them in confusion and Mirabel noticed. 


She laughed again. "I didn't get a Gift and my door just kind of...poofed? So I'm still in the 
nursery. It means I can help with Antonio though." 


Her family members didn't seem to be as accepting of the whole thing though, seeming upset. 
Camilo was confused though. 


"Casita is a magic house though?" He asked, twitching nervously when they all looked at 
him. 


"Sí," Mirabel answered, puzzled. 


That didn't clear it up for him though. He'd seen the house do amazing things at the party 
so... was there something he was missing? 


"Camilo?" Pepa asked gently when he hesitated. 


"If she's magic and made rooms for the party, can't she just make a spare room for Mirabel's 
bedroom?" 


There was a long beat of silence as they all stared at him and he wondered if it was a stupid 
question. 


Then Felix and Pepa turned to look at each other, Dolores squeaked and Mirabel continued to 
stare at him with a frown. 


"Why did we never-" Pepa cut off and looked at the floor where the tiles were rippling. 
"Casita? Is that an option?" 


Like she'd been waiting for that, the house rippled her tiles again and it led out into the 
courtyard. 


They all followed to look and then the family gasped as the wall on one side upstairs rippled 
and another door appeared. This one wasn't glowing but there was a name across it in loopy 
writing. 


Mirabel. 

They stared in shocked silence while Camilo continued to sip at his tea. 
Then Mirabel squealed and raced up the stairs. 

"How did we never think of this?" Pepa asked in disbelief. 

"It's so obvious!" Felix agreed. 


Dolores watched Mirabel disappear into her new room, her squeal drawing the rest of the 
family to the courtyard. She smiled at him warmly and Camilo ducked his head. He didn't do 
anything special. He just thought it was obvious. 


Everyone was crowding around the new door, talking excitedly. Mirabel came barrelling out 
of it again and took the stairs two at a time down to the courtyard. 


Camilo was completely unprepared for her to tackle him at high speed with a hug, sending 
his tea flying and them both sprawling on the floor. 


"Gracias!" She whispered, a wealth of emotions in her voice. "Gracias." 

He didn't think he did anything special. But he was glad she was happy. 

The warm smiles from the rest of her family made him duck his head, but it was nice. 
It was a nice feeling, having people happy to have him around. 


He was scared of getting used to it... 


Sick 


Chapter Notes 


Remember to mind the tags 


Everything had been going wrong. 


He'd missed his quota the previous day, meaning he slept in the shed. And it had been 
freezing that night, enough that his fingertips went numb. He'd woken up with a sore throat 
and things just got worse from there. 


He hadn't seen any of the Madrigals in town and all the jobs he got were physically 
demanding. By the end of the day, his body ached and someone had accidentally spilled a 
water bucket on him. 


He was shivering when he got home and he didn't even make his quota. So it was back to the 
shed. 


It was even colder that night so he wasn't surprised at all to wake up coughing and still 
shivering. 


He got kept inside that day, working around the house while his parents got increasingly 
annoyed with his coughing. He tried to stop, to hold it in, but it just seemed to be getting 
worse. 


By the time night fell, his throat burned and his chest ached. 


He stayed out of the way and tried to keep quiet, but he didn't really succeed. And his parents 
just kept drinking more and more before finally snapping. 


Camilo had just been wondering if he could slip away to his room when his padre grabbed 
him by the front of his shirt. 


"Can you shut up for five minutes boy?!" He snarled and Camilo cowered away. 
Padre hadn't been this mad in a long time. 


"Lo siento," he tried, but he'd already pulled Camilo's collar down and pressed the end of his 
cigar against the skin. 


His suppressed scream only triggered another coughing fit and his padre looked even angrier. 


"I think you need a proper lesson this time boy," he said, sending fear skittering down 
Camilo's spine. 


Padres lessons had always been terrifying and he never forgot them. He hadn't had one since 
he was ten. 


He tried to apologise again, trying to hold back the coughs, but his padre just grabbed him by 
the jaw, squeezing hard enough to bruise as he forced Camilo's mouth open. 


Camilo didn't realise what he was doing until it was too late. 


The tip of the cigar pressed down on his tongue and he jerked, a choked scream leaving him. 
Padre kept his mouth forced open though, pressing it hard against his tongue before pulling 
back at last, leaving Camilo sobbing as his tongue burned. 


"If he's sick then maybe he needs some medicine," madre giggled. 
Camilo's heart dropped at the smile on padre's face. 
They were completely drunk. 


He accepted something from his wife, still keeping Camilo's mouth forced open. Then there 
was alcohol splashing down his front, into his mouth and his tongue burned and it was 
choking him and he hated the taste and dios it burned so much. 


When the bottle was finished, padre just started on another and Camilo let out a sob. 
By the time he was done, Camilo was dizzy and his tongue was numb. 

His jaw ached so much and he felt sick to his stomach. 

Padre threw him towards the door and Camilo barely caught himself on a table. 


"We don't want to hear that noise all night," he said as Camilo coughed again, stomach 
rolling queasily. "Not even the shed's far enough. Fuck off somewhere we can't hear you." 


Camilo didn't hesitate, not with them in a mood like this. He stumbled out of the house, the 
world spinning, and alternating between coughing and gagging. 


Somehow he ended up in town, staggering through the streets until he tripped into a side 
alley. 


He fell onto his hands and knees, barely feeling the skin getting scraped off. Bile rose in his 
throat and he gagged again before throwing up. 


He didn't feel any better afterwards though. His throat burned, his tongue was throbbing, his 
stomach rolled and he was so dizzy he could barely see. The smell of alcohol on him made 
everything worse and he whimpered when his arms gave. He half fell in his own vomit but he 
couldn't even care. 


He was cold and felt awful and scared and- 
He wished Pepa or Felix was here. 

He let out a quiet sob and closed his eyes. 
He wished he could have parents like them. 


He wished someone cared. 


Dolores was in her room with a headache, which was probably why Felix first heard about it 
from a snippet of conversation he heard in passing. 


"You're looking for that kid to babysit? I wouldn't. He's clearly bad news." 

"What do you mean?" 

Felix paused to listen, guessing that they were talking about Camilo. 

"We found the brat passed out drunk in one of the alleys. Always knew the kid was trouble." 
His conversation partner gasped while Felix gave them his full attention. 

Camilo? Drunk in an alley? That hardly seemed right. It must be someone else. 

But... he couldn't shake the bad feeling he had. 

So he walked over and asked where the alley was. 

"He's trouble Felix," the guy warned after giving Felix the directions. 

Felix gave him a tight smile before heading off to find him. 


His heart sank when he reached the alley, finding Camilo curled up near the end while 
everyone went on with their lives around him. 


He moved into the alley, away from the flow of people, and headed to the boy. 


The smell of alcohol was strong, but Felix had gotten to know the kid. He wasn't the type to 
do something like this. 


He crouched down next to Camilo, wrinkling his nose at the puddle of vomit he was half 
lying in. 


"Nino?" He called softly and he got a whimper in response. 
Felix carefully turned his face to get a good look at him and sucked in a sharp breath. 


Camilo's eyes were half open and glazed over. 


What really caught Felix's attention though, were the livid bruises on the kid's cheeks and 
jaw. 


Like someone had forcibly held his mouth open. 


And his skin was radiating heat. His breathing was more of a wheeze than anything else and 
his hair was matted with sweat as he shivered violently in Felix's hold. 


"Oh Cami," he whispered. 


The name seemed to bring some life to the boy as his eyelids flickered and slowly focused on 
him. 


Felix's heart ached as the kid's eyes filled with tears. 

He shushed Camilo gently. 

"It's going to be alright Cami," he reassured. "I promise." 

The kid whined again, opening his mouth like he wanted to say something before wincing. 


Then a coughing fit hit him and the tears overflowed as his hands flew up to his mouth. He 
looked like was in so much pain, far more than a coughing fit should cause. 


As he moved his head though, Felix caught a glimpse of a cigar burn under the rumpled 
collar and he started to get an awful suspicion. When the coughing fit ended with Camilo 
wheezing, tears flowing freely, Felix leaned over him. 


"Can you open your mouth for me Cami?" He asked gently. "Just for a moment." 

Camilo whimpered again but opened his mouth after a brief hesitation. 

Felix inhaled sharply at the sight of the burn seared into the sensitive skin of the boy's tongue. 
He was going to kill someone. 


"Okay, gracias Cami," he soothed, gently running his fingers through the kid's sweaty hair. 
"It's going to be okay. We're going to go get you help now okay?" 


He carefully helped Camilo sit up, leaning the limp boy against his shoulder. His shirt was 
soaked with alcohol and Felix didn't know how anyone could see this as anything but a hurt 
child. He'd clearly been in a terrible state and anyone that looked longer than two seconds 
would have figured that out. 


Shaking his head, he lifted Camilo into his arms and stood up. 
The kid was so light... 


Jaw clenched with anger, Felix carried Camilo through town and up to Casita, ignoring any 
strange looks he got. 


The kid was burning up in his arms and he was worried about how long Camilo had been like 
this. The night before had been the coldest so far. 


Reaching Casita, she waved her shutters in alarm. He knew their house had grown fond of 
Camilo, just like they had. 


Seeing him like this almost physically hurt. 
"Pepa! Juli!" He called, hoping they were in the house. 


"Felix?" Pepa called back, coming out of the kitchen with Julieta, both with flour all over 
their hands. 


Pepa stopped dead when she spotted Camilo, a cloud forming above her instantly, while 
Julieta gasped and rushed over. 


"What happened?" She asked as he strode towards the kitchen. 


"I don't know," he answered tightly. "All I can figure out so far is that he's seriously sick and 
someone forced him to drink some kind of alcohol." He hesitated as he set Camilo on the 
table. The kid's eyes were partially open still but not tracking anything that was happening 
around him. "He's got a cigar burn on his neck and... on his tongue." 


Julieta whipped around to stare at him in shock while Pepa snarled. 

"It's those damn parents of his! I just know it!" 

Julieta hesitantly put down the bowl she was going to pour some soup into. 

"If-if its abuse, I need to check him over first. We need proof," she said in a shaky voice. 


As much as Felix wanted Camilo healed as quickly as possible, he understood what she 
meant. 


"He's never going back there," Pepa vowed. "Never." 

She stepped closer, expression shifting from anger to pain as she looked down at the kid. 
"Oh ninito," she whispered, running her fingers through his hair. 

Camilo shifted slightly at her voice and leaned into the touch. 

Julieta pressed a camera into Felix's hands before moving to the table. 

"Help me get his shirt off," she murmured to Pepa. 


The redhead nodded tightly, helping Julieta get him sitting up enough to slide his shirt off 
him. Camilo only let out a weak whine at the movement but Felix almost dropped the 
camera. Pepa was tense as a bowstring while Julieta looked like she might throw up. 


Scars littered Camilo's torso. Burns and cuts ran down his chest and stomach and over his 
shoulders and arms. Some crept up his neck as well. 


His back wasn't much better. 
"He's been eating my cooking," Julieta said brokenly. 
Pepa made a pained noise. 


If a wound was allowed to scar over then it took multiple meals of Julieta's food to make it 
disappear, depending on the severity of the scar. 


He'd been eating her food semi-regularly now and the scars were still so prominent, so clear. 
Pepa let out a sob. 
"What did they do to you Cami?" she choked out. 


Felix shakily got all the pictures they'd need before Julieta finished the soup and handed it to 
Pepa, rushing off to find Abuela to bring the problem to her attention. 


Pepa drew Camilo into a reclining position, leaning against her, before she started coaxing 
him into sipping the soup. 


With him as out of it as he was, it was taking a long time and his tongue was clearly causing 
him pain despite the lukewarm temperature. But gradually, he drank enough that his injuries 
started healing. The bruises on his face faded and the cigar burn on his neck healed. Pepa 
checked to confirm that the one on his tongue was gone too and let out a sigh of relief. 


Now they just had the illness and alcohol to deal with. 


"Let's get him up to our room," Felix suggested softly. "We can get him changed and cleaned 


" 


up. 
Pepa nodded and reluctantly let go of Camilo so that Felix could pick him up. 


She made a pained noise when Camilo weakly tried to hold onto her dress and squeezed his 
hand reassuringly. 


"I promise I'm staying with you Cami," she murmured. "I won't leave your side." 


Casita moved the stairs so that they went straight up to Pepa's room and they murmured their 
thanks as they headed inside. 


By now, Camilo was well on his way to complete unconscious. They were still careful as 
they got him out of the alcohol and vomit-splattered pants. They cleaned him up as best as 
they could and Felix managed to find old clothes that would fit him fairly well. 


They dressed him again and then settled him in their bed. 


Sitting in a chair next to the bed, Pepa watched Camilo sleep. His expression was still twisted 
with discomfort, even in sleep, and she wished she could soothe it all. 


"I'm going to check on what's happening," Felix said softly. 
Pepa nodded as she took Camilo's limp hand. 

"He's not going back," she said quietly. 

"He's not," Felix agreed. "They'll never touch him again." 


She turned her attention back to Camilo as he left and her heart ached at the state the boy was 
in. His breathing was laboured and he shook in the fever's hold. 


She wiped his face and neck gently with a cold, wet cloth. 
He whined softly, but that was the extent of his reaction. 
"You'll be okay Cami," she promised in a whisper. 


She'd make sure that he would be okay again. 


Recovery 


Camilo couldn't make out much except that he was hot and his head was pounding. He felt 
awful and sick and scared. 


He flinched when something cold was pressed to his face and whined. 


The last thing he remembered were his parents and burning and the world spinning around 
him while he choked on the smell of alcohol. 


A gentle voice shushed him. 

"It's okay Cami, it’s okay. You're safe." 

Pepa? 

Was he growing delusional now? How could he have ended up with her? 
Gentle fingers ran through his hair and he leaned into the touch. 


"You're sick Cami," she explained. "But it's okay. You'll get better soon. You're safe, I 
promise." 


"Safe?" He croaked, throat burning. 
He realised that his tongue wasn't hurting anymore though. 
Pepa hummed. "You're always safe with us ninito," she murmured. 


His head still hurt and he still felt sick and awful. But somehow knowing she was there 
helped. 


He did feel safe despite everything. 

She brushed a hand down his cheek. 

"Can you drink some water for me Cami?" 

He cracked open his eyes. Everything was blurry but he could make out red and yellow. 


He managed a hum and let her help him up a bit so he could sip at some water. It soothed his 
throat and before he knew it, he was asleep again. 


The next time he woke up, he was twisting in the blankets, bile rising in his throat. 


Everything spun and made it worse. He was shivering so hard his teeth clacked together. 


Careful hands hauled him up into a sitting position and a bucket was pressed into his hands 
just in time to catch the vomit. His whole body heaved, making the pounding in his head 
worse. 


When he finished throwing up, he immediately went into a coughing fit and tears ran down 
his face. He just wanted to breathe. 


His chest ached and his stomach still heaved. 
He became aware of gentle voices after a moment. 
"It's okay nino," Felix soothed. "Just let it out." 


He was rubbing Camilo's back. And then long, slender fingers were turning Camilo's head as 
a cloth wiped his mouth. 


Pepa hushed him when he tried to apologise, one hand cupping his cheek. 
"It's not your fault niñito," she cooed. "Just breathe through it. You're okay." 


Eventually, his coughing died down and he was left panting for breath. Pepa pulled him close 
and pressed a glass of water to his lips. It washed away the taste of vomit and settled his 
stomach a bit. 


He fell asleep again to the feeling of fingers in his hair. 


This time Camilo woke with a choked scream, hands coming up to claw at his throat, 
phantom pain burning in his mouth. 


He was pulled straight into a hug and he smelt rain and sunshine. 


He immediately burst into tears. It was too much. They were so nice but he got stuck with his 
parents. What did he do to deserve people like that? 


"I don't wanna go back," he choked out, filters down for once as Pepa cradled him like 
something special. 


Like he meant something. 
He wanted to stop being hurt and scared all the time. 


"Never," Pepa said firmly. "You are never going back there Cami." She coaxed his head up 
with gentle fingers so that dazed hazel-green met a burning bright green gaze. "They will 
never hurt you again." 


Camilo let out a choked sob. He wanted to believe her so badly. 


But she'd never lied to him before. 


He let his head fall on her shoulder as she got him to sip water again. 
"Where will I go?" He asked in a small voice. 
"Silly niñito," she cooed. "You're already home." 


Confused, he slipped back to sleep again. 


When he woke up next, Camilo felt less fuzzy and more focused than the last few times. 
He wondered how much of what he remembered were fever-induced dreams. 
After a moment, he became aware of fingers playing with his curls and humming. 


He automatically leaned into the affectionate touch and gave a small whine when they paused 
and the humming stopped. 


"Cami?" 
That was Pepa. So that hadn't been a dream. 
"Ninito? Are you awake? Your fever broke last night." 


He sluggishly opened his eyes to find her sitting next to the bed he was lying on. She looked 
tired but her smile was brilliant when he focused on her. 


He looked around the room in confusion. It wasn't familiar. 

"You're in Casita," Pepa explained. "Felix and I kept you in our room while you recovered." 
Recovered? 

The memories properly hit a moment later. The illness and alcohol and burns. 

"How long?" He asked, dreading the answer. His throat was so dry his voice cracked. 

Pepa gave him a glass of water to sip on before answering. 

"Three days." 

His blood turned to ice and he lurched fully upright, spilling the water. 


"I've-I've got to go." They were going to be furious. "Gotta-home," he was stuttering in his 
panic. 


He was going to get punished again. 
Pepa just soothed him gently. 


"No Cami, no. You're never going back to those people again." 


"What?" Camilo looked up at her in confusion, still half panicked as she ran her fingers 
through his hair again. It was surprisingly calming. 


He vaguely remembered crying and begging not to go back, but he'd thought that was a 
dream. 


Because Pepa had said he could stay and that couldn't be true, could it? 


"We would never allow people who hurt you anywhere near you again." She hesitated. "We 
can find you a safe place in the village or..." 


He looked up at her, confused at the pause. Her eyes softened and she cupped his cheeks, 
touch so much gentler than he'd ever had in his life. 


"Or you could stay here." 
His breathing caught. 


"Felix and I would love to have you in our family Cami. You're a sweet, kind boy who 
deserves so much more than life gave you. We haven't known you for long but we already 
love you. Dolores loves you. Antonio adores you." She brushed her thumb over his cheek and 
he realised he was crying. "Is that something you would want Camilo? We would still find 
you a safe home if you don't." 


"I do," his voice broke as the tears came faster. "I-I- more than anything." 
He hiccupped and she pulled him close, letting him cling to her dress. 


"Y-You're nice. And-and you make me feel safe and like you actually want me around. You 
smile at me and-" 


He cut off with a sob and she held him tight, whispering soothingly to him. 
"I thought I was lucky just to get your attention," he admitted quietly. 


"Ninito," she murmured, we've loved you since early on. You're a good kid. And you deserve 
all the attention and affection the world can give you." 


He sniffled, fingers twisted into her dress. Was this real? 

She pressed a kiss to his hair. 

"Felix and I would love to have you as our hijo," she murmured. "Do you want that?" 
Sobs were practically choking him as he spoke. 

"Si, por favor, I can be good and helpful and-" 


She shushed him again and coaxed his head up. 


"All we want is for you to be happy and safe Cami," she told him gently. "Everyone helps 
around the house but you don't need to do anything to earn your place here. Just be yourself." 


He almost burst into tears again and she tucked him close, head under her chin as she 
hummed. 


Felix arrived when he was mostly calmed down. 

"Mi vida, how is- Cami!" He sounded happy to see Camilo up and awake. 
Pepa ran a hand down Camilo's back and pressed another kiss into his hair. 
"Felix, we have another hijo," she said, genuine joy in her voice. 


The silence from the man scared Camilo for a moment before both he and Pepa were dragged 
into a hug by Felix. Camilo squeaked while Pepa just laughed. 


"Welcome to the family mijo," he whispered and Camilo's breath caught again. 
He'd never been called that and hearing it sent warmth flooding through him. 
This was real. This was actually happening. 


Pepa and Felix were- they were going to be his parents. Parents who wouldn't hurt him or 
make him feel like a failure. 


He tucked in close to them, clinging to the hug. 


He'd do anything to keep this. It would break him to go back. 


Mine 


Camilo rubbed his arm nervously as he walked towards the house he'd lived in for years, 
Pepa and Felix on either side of him. 


It had taken another two days for him to fully recover from his illness and now it was time to 
fetch his things (as few as they were) and let his parents- ex parents? To let them know that 
he wasn't theirs anymore. 


Even Alma Madrigal had given permission. Apparently, she hated child abuse and the photos 
they'd taken were rock-solid evidence. 


He hadn't seen the photos and he was glad for that. He didn't want to know how bad he'd 
been. 


The recovery had been bad enough. 


At the door, Camilo couldn't help the way his breathing picked up and he startled a bit when 
Pepa tugged him into her side, giving him a warm smile as she kept her arm over his 
shoulders. 


He relaxed a bit and leaned into her. Tucked under her arm, he felt much safer. 
He still flinched when the door opened after Felix knocked. 

It was madre-or, um. It was her, cigarette in hand. 

"Come to return our wayward boy?" She asked in a bored tone. 


Camilo was shocked to see her flinch when thunder crashed from the cloud above Pepa's 
head, black as night and flickering with lightning. 


"Push me," Pepa's voice was low. "I dare you." 


And the woman Camilo had feared his entire life backed down and turned to go back into the 
house. 


They found... him waiting in the living room, wary eyes locked on Pepa. 


"You'll be getting a visit from my mama soon," Pepa said sharply. "To learn about the fines 
and punishments you'll be facing. If they don't just jail you entirely. But I thought I needed to 
make things perfectly clear. You no longer have any claim over Camilo. He's not yours in any 
way. You won't approach him or talk to him or seek him out. You will leave mi hijo alone." 


Their eyes narrowed at the 'hijo' part and Camilo cowered under their looks. 


"You can't just take someone's child-" 


"When they're abused we can," Felix cut her off. 
"The boy likes attention. Whatever he said or did to himself is a lie." 
Camilo flinched at his words and Pepa's arm tightened around his shoulders protectively. 


"Considering we saw the proof, that's bullshit," she snapped, voice as sharp as the lightning 
above her. "Don't try and blame Camilo." 


"We have photos," Felix crossed his arms across his chest. 

He looked a lot more intimidating now, glaring down the couple. 

There was a long beat of silence. 

"Fine, take the brat," padre- Ricardo spat. "It's not like he's good for anything." 


"Taking him in out of pity. Because it looks good for your family?" Valeria smirked, glancing 
at Camilo to watch the words hit home. 


He flinched, biting his lip, before thunder rolled again. 


"That's it," Pepa hissed, anger coating her words. "I'm going to have a little discussion with 
you." 


She turned to face Camilo and her expression and voice softened immediately despite the 
cloud above her. She cupped his cheeks gently so he wasn't looking at those people. 


"Go and get your things mijo, okay? I'm just going to have a talk with these people." 
It still warmed him to be called mijo and he nodded, getting a kiss on the forehead for that. 


Felix guided him away, staying between Camilo and the couple as the teenager led the way to 
his room. 


"Don't worry," Felix assured. "She'll make sure to put the fear of dios into them." 
Camilo gave him a weak smile as they reached his room. 


He could see Felix's jaw clench in anger and he could understand why. The room was more 
of a closet than a bedroom. 


"This is where you slept all these years mijo?" He asked gently. 

He didn't know why he answered honestly, but he didn't want to lie to him. 
"If I made my quota," he mumbled. "Otherwise it was the shed." 

Felix inhaled sharply. 


"I'm going to punch that asshole," he said matter-of-factly. 


Camilo looked up in surprise as Felix knelt down in front of him. 


"You will always have a bed mijo," he said seriously. "No matter if you do something wrong. 
You will always have warm food and a bed. What they did was wrong." 


Camilo nodded, wiping at his eyes as they burned. 

"It's cold in the shed," he whispered. 

Felix pulled him into a hug and Camilo leaned into it. 
"Never again," Felix said and it sounded more like a vow. 


Camilo nodded into his shirt and after a moment he pulled away, hurriedly wiping his eyes 
again. 


"Crying isn't a bad thing," Felix told him gently. "Remember that." 


Camilo nodded again before heading into the room. He wanted to get out of here as soon as 
possible. 


He grabbed his few clothes and hesitated, looking at the corner. 

"Cami?" Felix asked. 

"I-I hid-" the words cut off though and he looked down. 

Would he think that Camilo had done something wrong by keeping some of the money? 
Felix held his hands out. "Want me to hold those while you get it?" 

He bit his lip before nodding. Felix hadn't done anything that even reminded him of Ricardo. 
He could trust him. 


Camilo's hands were still shaking as he tugged the chest a little to the side and crouched 
down to lift the floorboard, taking out the money for the first time since he'd started 
collecting. He was actually a little surprised at the weight. 


He winced at the clink of coins and looked up at Felix. 
The man was smiling widely though, practically beaming at Camilo. 


"That's my boy," he said, words warm. "You were trying to find a way out already, weren't 
you?" 


Camilo ducked his head and nodded slightly. 
"I'm proud of you Camilo. That took some serious guts and smarts to pull off.” 


The words practically knocked him off his feet. 


Proud? 

Felix tucked Camilo's clothes under his arm and slung the other over his shoulders. 
"Let's go hmm?" He suggested. "Time to go home mijo." 

Home. 

He swallowed hard and nodded, letting Felix steer him back towards the living room. 


Camilo blinked in shock at the sight. Pepa was standing with her hands on her hips as she 
glared at a clearly terrified Ricardo and Valeria. 


It looked like there was a mini hurricane happening in the room. 

When she looked up at them though, the anger just disappeared and the winds died. 
"Cami," she said warmly, holding her arms out to him. 

He didn't even hesitate to rush over into them. 

Felix chuckled while Pepa held him close. 

"I'm getting a feeling that we've got a mama's boy on our hands," he teased fondly. 
Camilo peeked up as Pepa tightened her grip. 

"Dolores is a daddy's girl," she huffed. "Cami's mine." 

The playful bickering made Camilo smile and sink deeper into her hold. 

"Is that everything?" Pepa asked, a frown tugging at her lips as she eyed the clothes. 
Felix nodded but she was confused by his smile. 

"And our mijo's resourcefulness." 


Camilo felt his face heat up as Pepa looked down at him curiously. Still nervous and shy, he 
opened his hand to show the makeshift bag. The clink of coins was loud in the room and he 
heard Ricardo inhale sharply. 


He kept his eyes on Pepa though as her face split into a grin. 
"My clever hijo," she cooed. 
"Floorboard," Felix said dryly and Pepa laughed. 


"I did the same when I wanted to hide something at home when I was your age," she told him 
with a wink. 


It brought a tentative smile to his face until Ricardo spoke. 


"The brat hid money-" 

Lightning flashed. 

"Money he earned," Pepa said sharply. 
Ricardo surprisingly fell silent. 


"Remember our little chat," she said with a wicked smile, taking Camilo's shoulders to lead 
him toward the door. 


"Stay away from our hijo. Madrigals protect their own," Felix added as he followed them out. 
Camilo's eyes widened. A Madrigal? He-he was- 
Felix picked up on his train of thought. 


"You're an official Madrigal," he told Camilo gently. "They have no claim to you. In any way. 
Not even in surname. You're not a Morales anymore. You're a Madrigal." 


His eyes watered and he looked down as Pepa tucked him back into her side. 


They walked in silence as they let Camilo process everything that just happened and what 
he'd learned. 


He only looked up again when Dolores met up with them. It looked like she'd done some 
shopping. 


"Have a successful shopping trip?" Pepa asked lightly. 

Dolores hummed as she fell into step with them. 

"I hope you don't mind the colours," Dolores said to Camilo. "I'm a bit biased." 
He looked at her in confusion and Felix chuckled. 

"Dolores enjoys her clothes shopping," He explained. 


Camilo's jaw dropped a little. "You- you didn't need to!" He insisted, gesturing at the clothes 
they'd picked up. 


Why did they make that trip if Dolores had gone shopping for new ones? 

"You need more clothes niñito," Pepa told him. "And you're outgrowing those ones." 
"If you're attached to them, we'll keep them," Felix assured him gently. 

"Otherwise we'll burn them," Pepa deadpanned. 


"Pepi." 


"What? He deserves better!" 


Camilo stared at the clothes Felix was carrying and thought of the too-tight collars and the 
cuffs that dug into his wrists. They were worn hand-me-downs and he didn't think he'd ever 
worn something new in his life. 


Something bought for him. 

"I hate them," he admitted quietly. 

"The fire it is then," Pepa said cheerfully. 

Felix chuckled while Camilo eyed the shopping bag. 

"I can help pay-" He started tentatively but Pepa was already waving a finger in his face. 


"You will do no such thing. As your parents, we take care of that. Your money is yours to 
spend on things you want, not need. We take care of the need part." 


The idea was so foreign to him that it was hard to believe. But they hadn’t lied before so he 
just nodded. 


Dolores smiled at him warmly. 


He hadn't actually seen anyone but Pepa and Felix while recovering so he hadn't seen her in a 
while. 


Her smile was as warm as ever and it hit him that she would be his hermana now right? 
As if she was reading his thoughts, Dolores spoke again. 
"I got a variety of clothes but I tended towards the family colours hermano." 


Camilo had to fight back tears again. He'd never had a hermana before. And Antonio would 
be his hermano right? He'd gained so much in such a short time span that he could barely 
believe it. 


They steered him into Casita and he caught sight of Julieta in the kitchen. She waved to them 
as they passed. When they stepped fully into the courtyard though, they stopped and Pepa 
drew his attention to the second floor. 


He almost stopped breathing. 
"We asked Casita," Felix said. "And she obliged." 
There was a door nestled between Pepa's and Dolores'. Like Mirabel's, it didn't glow. 


But it had his name carved into the wood and Camilo had no chance of holding back the tears 
this time. 


Pepa and Felix wrapped him in a hug and he felt Dolores take his hand gently. 


He was home. 


Colours 


His room seemed huge in comparison to his old one. He looked around with wide eyes and 
none of the others seemed irritated with him stopping like this. 


It was obviously mostly bare but it still had more than he'd ever had before. 


The bed was bigger and looked soft and inviting. There was a closet, a chest of drawers, a 
bookshelf and a table scattered around the room. 


And there was still space for more. 

He could barely believe this was all for him. 

While giving him some time to process, the others were moving around. 
"Nice view from the balcony," Pepa mused. 

There was a balcony?! 


"Hope you don't mind yellow and orange Cami," Felix said as he pulled out a duvet, pillows 
and blankets. 


It was so much more than a thin, worn-out blanket that was too small. He could drown in 
those. 


He wanted to see if they were as soft and warm as they looked. 
Dolores set her bags on the floor and gestured Camilo over when she caught his eye. 
He was nervous as he sat down next to her, still reeling from everything. 


"I can go exchange anything you don't like," she told him softly. "Don't worry about being 
honest. This is about you being as comfortable as possible." 


He nodded tentatively and looked at the first bag pushed into his hands. 
He definitely understood what she meant about the colours. 
Shirts and pants of various styles in cream, brown, yellow and orange. 


He swallowed hard. He knew what the colours meant. Everyone knew what the colours 
meant. 


And it made him want to cry all over again. 


With some prompting, he hesitantly told her about his preferences and dislikes. She calmly 
made two piles, one to keep and one to return. He was anxious over how much was in the 


return pile but she assured him that this was the reason she bought so many. 


There were shoes as well for him to look through and he didn't even want to know how she 
got his shoe size. 


There were clothes for warm and cold weather, scarves and gloves, shoes. 
Everything. 

An entire wardrobe. 

Out of the last bag, she pulled out a bright yellow blanket. 

"Can never have too many blankets," he said, pushing it into his hands. 
He ran his fingers over it in awe. It was so unbelievably soft. 

"Hope you don't mind yellow," she chuckled. 


He immediately shook his head. "I like it!" He assured. "I just," he looked down at the 
blanket. "It's my favourite colour. But they didn't like it." 


Dolores took his hands in hers and smiled at him as he looked up. 
"Fuck them," she said serenely before standing and leaving the room. 


Pepa's shoulders were shaking from restrained laughter and Felix coughed to cover his own 
while Camilo gaped after her. 


Pepa wiped at her eyes. "It's a good thing you like yellow," she said. 


Felix perked up and picked up a box he hadn't noticed on the table. It was square and flat and 
Camilo couldn't begin to guess what was inside. 


Pepa and Felix sat on either side of him as the box was handed to him. 
"This is your welcome to the family present," Felix said. 
"But you've given me so much already!" Camilo argued. 


"Shush and let me spoil my hijo," Pepa scolded lightly, fingers running through his curls 
again. 


He ducked his head and looked at the box. 
"I started making it soon after I met you," she murmured. 


Now too curious to resist, Camilo opened the box. Inside there was a bundle of yellow fabric 
and he didn't know what it was until he pulled it out. 


He gasped. 


"A ruana?" He asked in awe. 
They always looked so warm and comfortable when he saw them around town. 
He scrambled to his feet and hurriedly pulled it over his head in excitement. 


It settled perfectly on his shoulders and the extra layer of the material felt like an extra bit of 
security. 


Pepa stood up and he went still as she moved over and cupped his cheeks. There were tears 
sparkling in her eyes. 


"Yellow suits you so well my sweet ray of sunshine." 
There were so many emotions mixed up inside of Camilo as he threw himself at her in a hug. 


He didn’t know how to react to everything, how to thank these two for the sheer amount of 
things they'd done for him. But he wanted to start. 


"Gracias mami." 


The word was out without him really thinking about it and he briefly panicked at her sharp 
gasp. 


But then she had her arms wrapped tightly around him and kisses were being pressed to his 
hair and cheeks and forehead. Even his nose. 


It drew giggles from him as he squirmed a bit. 


"Mijo, mi sunshine," she beamed at him, sun shining strong and rainbows floating above her 
head. 


Suddenly, Felix was there, hugging them both and lifting them off their feet. He seemed so 
happy and Camilo couldn’t help it as he hugged the man too. 


“Welcome home mijo,” he murmured. 
He wiped at his eyes, overwhelmed but impossibly happy. 
“Gracias papi,” he whispered. 


There were so many things he was thankful to them for. But the main thing right now was 
how happy and warm he felt. Felix ruffled his hair, smile bright and genuine at the title. Pepa 
was still pressing kisses all over his face. 


His mami and papi. 
Not madre or padre. 


They chose him. When they didn’t have to do anything, they helped him and tried to protect 
him. And then they saved him and took him in as their own. 


He wiped at the tears again but there was no stopping them. 


He’d never cried from happiness before. 


Eventually though, the moment had to end. They helped him pick out clothes from the 'keep' 
pile and then he pulled the ruana over his head again. 


It was a bit weird wearing clothes that fit him properly and weren't scratchy or worn. They 
were soft against his skin and the ruana felt great. The shoes were comfortable and he 
definitely felt spoiled with everything. 


They helped him pack everything away before sitting on the bed with them. 
"Okay, we just need to go over some things," Fel- papi told him gently. 


Camilo's anxiety shot sky high until Pepa- mami took his hands and squeezed them in 
comfort. 


"Every single thing those people taught you is wrong," she told him simply. 


"No quota," papi continued. "No working all day. You will always have a bed at night and 
warm food." 


"This room is your space," mami added. "You can decorate it however you want. It's your 
safe space and no one can breach your privacy unless it's an emergency." 


"The only regular chores in the house are keeping your room clean and washing your dishes 
after lunch. Breakfast and dinner are family meals but lunch you just eat whenever you get 
hungry. You don't skip lunch though. The other chores are on a rotation so everyone has a 
turn keeping the house clean." 


"The basic rules outside your room are 'if you make a mess, clean it up'." Mami said again. 
"Back at home before sunset and no staying up past eleven until you're eighteen." 


Camilo blinked at them. That was it? 


"You'll get an allowance every week," papi added. "It's not for regular food or clothes. It's for 
extra things you might want. Like snacks in town or something you really want from the 
stores." 


Camilo almost gaped at him. They'd just give him money? 


"If you do misbehave, there're several acceptable punishments we've pre-approved for the 
family to use. Depending on the severity, you can lose that week's allowance or get grounded 
in your room or Casita in general." 


Mami cupped his cheeks and looked at him seriously. "No one will lay a hand on you in 
violence and if they do, tell us. No one can touch you if it makes you uncomfortable. Tell us 


if they try. No one can withhold food or not allow you to go to your room. No one can take 
any money you already have away." 


"If anyone tries that, tell us. No matter who they are," papi said softly. "If you have any 
questions, no matter if you think they're silly, you can always come ask us or Dolores. If 
you're upset or just need to talk, come to us. We will never be too busy for you Cami." 


Camilo let mami pull him into another hug as his mind spun. 
"Are there any things you don't like being called?" She asked. 
He had to swallow hard before answering, still reeling from how amazing this place seemed. 


"K-kid. Or boy. Or... or brat," he admitted quietly. "It's all I got called until you started 
saying my name and calling me by niño and niñito." He was a bit embarrassed by the 
admission but they didn't seem annoyed. 


"Do you mind nicknames?" papi asked. "Your mami loves giving nicknames." 
Camilo shook his head, embarrassment doubling. "I like them," he mumbled. 
"Then you're getting all of them Cami," mami said and she sounded happy. 
"Do you have any questions?" Papi asked. 

Camilo bit his lip. "What if I see my pare- them in town? Or their friends?" 


If they bother you, come find us or call Dolores," papi told him firmly. "If you ever feel 
unsafe you can call your hermana." 


"Those two shouldn't approach you at all," mami growled. "If they try at all, tell me and I'll 
make good on my threat of roasting them." 


Camilo choked on a surprised laugh. No wonder they'd looked terrified of her. 
"What about... helping the village?" he asked quietly after a moment. 
All the Madrigals helped the village after all. 


"If you want to, you can. Or you can help your papi or Dolores or anyone else in the family. 
You don't have to keep working like you did before," mami said firmly. 


"Or you can keep being Antonio's babysitter," papi teased. "He's been so excited about 
getting a hermano." 


Camilo liked the sound of that. He liked helping. It was just having to do it all day and never 
being able to turn down a job at all that made it suck. 


"And days off," mami added in a tone that said there was no arguing the point. "Everyone 
below eighteen gets Friday and Saturday off. Everyone else can pick two random days of the 


week to have to themselves since they have to work on the weekend." 
"Do you have any hobbies?" Papi asked. 

Camilo bit his lip and shook his head. He'd never had the time. 

A thought popped into his head and he bit his lip harder before speaking. 


"But- but the dancing... at the party. I- I saw you two dancing and..." he trailed off in 
uncertainty. 


"You want to learn how to dance?" Mami asked, sounding very happy at the idea. 
He nodded and papi chuckled. 


"That's your mami's hobby," he told Camilo in a stage-whisper. "I don't think you're getting 
out of dance lessons now." 


Camilo smiled a bit as mami playfully smacked papi on the arm. 


It was sounding like a dream come true here. And while he was scared it would turn sour or 
he would disappoint them, he was excited for the change. 


He didn't need to be scared and cold anymore. He had parents who actually loved him. 


And the warmth they gave him was something he never wanted to let go of. 


Family Meal 


Julieta, Abuela and Agustin had explained the situation to Isabela and Luisa before dinner. 
And they'd given a watered-down version to Mirabel and a very basic version to Antonio. 


So everyone was aware of the new family member. And most of them were aware of why 
there was a new family member. 


It didn't change the heartache they felt as Pepa and Felix entered the kitchen. Camilo was 
clinging to Pepa's arm like his life depended on it and his eyes were glued to his feet. 


He looked much better in the new clothes and ruana though and Julieta couldn't help the 
small smile curling her lips at the yellow he was wearing. 


Pepa was staking her claim loud and proud. 


The couple steered Camilo to sit between them at the table, Pepa running her fingers through 
his hair lightly which made him relax a little. 


Mirabel was practically bouncing in her seat as she watched her new primo. 
Isabela and Luisa were a bit more reserved, aware of why he seemed so subdued. 
Abuela cleared her throat and Camilo clearly tried to hide a flinch. 

She paused for a moment before speaking. 


"Tonight we have something to celebrate," she said, voice a little more gentle than usual. "We 
have a new family member." 


Camilo ducked his head, clearly anxious and unsure about what to do. 


The family ran through introductions just to make sure he knew everyone while he stayed 
tucked under Pepa's arm, buried in her side. 


He'd never been very outspoken but he seemed so uncertain now. 

Bordering on scared. 

It made their anger directed at his parents even greater. 

Before they could continue, Dolores walked in with Antonio in her arms. 

The moment the toddler's eyes landed on Camilo, he squealed, making his hermana wince. 


"Cami!" He called, making grabby hands towards his new hermano. 


Camilo clearly didn't know what to do so Dolores decided for him, walking over and 
plonking the toddler in his lap before taking her own seat, rubbing her ears with a grimace. 


Camilo automatically wrapped his arm around Antonio to keep the squirming boy stable and 
the toddler seemed very happy to be where he was. He looked up at Camilo with a bright 
smile before reaching for his hair. 


Camilo was just glad that after the haircut, the toddler couldn't reach it. 


He pouted at the teen when he failed to grab a handful of curls so Camilo poked him in the 
side which produced a giggle instead. 


Pepa smiled down at the sight of her two boys. She already loved Camilo as fiercely as her 
other niños. She didn't know how they'd lived without him before. 


She met Felix's eyes as the food was dished up and saw the same emotions in his eyes. 


As the meal progressed, they all subtly kept an eye on the boy. He was nervous about taking 
food, only really taking a decent amount when prompted to. He didn’t participate in the 
conversation but was clearly listening, flinching ever so slightly when there was a loud noise. 


Pepa and Felix had to actively comfort him at various points but when no one got angry with 
him, he slowly started to relax. 


Antonio helped since he refused to leave Camilo’s lap and babbled happily to him. 


At one point, Camilo caught Dolores giving the family tree on the wall an odd look. When 
asked about it by Mirabel, she just hummed. 


No one seemed too bothered by the lack of an answer. 
When the meal was finished, Felix picked Antonio up to put him down for a nap. 


Camilo panicked briefly at the thought of having to figure out what to do after lunch by 
himself but he was snapped out of that when his mami tugged him into a standing position. 


"Want a dance lesson mijo?" She asked kindly. 


He nodded excitedly, his worry evaporating as she took his hand and led him back up to her 
room. 


"He's so... scared," Isabela whispered to Dolores when they were alone. 
"We'll make sure he feels safe again," Dolores answered just as quietly. 


Isabela nodded in agreement. She still remembered the look in his eyes at the party. When he 
wanted to tell her the truth but was too terrified to open his mouth. 


She never wanted to see that look again. 


Felix leaned in the doorway to his room and watched his wife and hijo with a soft smile. 


Camilo was completely focused on the steps Pepa was leading him through as she patiently 
taught him the basics of dancing. 


Felix could tell that the kid had a natural talent for it, he'd seen it at the party. They just had to 
help nurture it and help him grow in confidence. 


He could also tell that Pepa was over the moon to be able to share a passion with Camilo like 
this, something to bond over early and hopefully help him relax. 


Felix's smile grew when Camilo laughed as Pepa playfully spun him out and back in. 


Seeing that genuinely happy smile with no hints of nervousness or fear warmed his heart. 
Camilo was such a naturally energetic and cheerful boy, but it was all buried under 
conditioning from his parents and trauma. 


It would take a while for him to recover. 


After just watching them for a few minutes, Felix snuck in and swept Camilo up, earning a 
surprised squeak. 


"Felix!" Pepa pouted. "Don't take my student away!" 


"You can't hog our hijo, mi vida," he teased, getting a laugh from Camilo as he spun around 
with the boy. "Having a good lesson mijo?" 


Camilo leaned his head back to look up at Felix with a bright grin. 
"Sí!" He answered eagerly. "Mami says I'm pretty decent." 


"Decent?" Pepa planted her hands on her hips. "You've clearly got a natural talent Cami. 
We'll have you dancing like a pro in no time." 


Felix caught the embarrassed but pleased smile on Camilo's lips as he ducked his head. He 
ruffled the boy's hair before letting go of him. 


"I can see. Just like his mama," He agreed. 
Pepa moved forward to pull Camilo into a hug. 
"Mine," she scolded Felix playfully and he laughed. 


Camilo watched them both with a smile even as there was a disbelieving look in his eyes. 
Felix could understand how he might be struggling to process how much his life had changed 
so quickly. 


It reminded him of something he'd been meaning to ask though. 


"Cami?" He caught the kid's attention as Pepa moved to get water from the table. 
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Felix rested a hand on Camilo's shoulder lightly. 


"You don't have to answer," he assured the boy. "But did no one in the town notice? Did you 
ever try and tell anyone?" 


Camilo's expression fell but he leaned into the contact. 


"I, uh, no one... I don't think anyone noticed anything. And I... I tried to tell someone 
once... but they didn't believe me..." 


Felix felt anger light up in his heart. Camilo had reached out to someone and they'd dismissed 
him? He could have been helped so much sooner? 


He'd get a name later, but for now, he focused on comforting his hijo. 

"We will always believe you," he told Camilo firmly. "You can tell us anything." 
Camilo gave him a weak smile. "I know," he murmured. "You always listened to me." 
Felix smiled back, squeezing his shoulder gently. 

Suddenly Camilo's eyes widened. 


"Oh! There was someone!" He realised and Felix frowned in confusion. "I don't remember it 
well since I was pretty young. I think four or five? I got pretty hurt. I think my arm was 
broken. Someone found me and I remember he gave me some of Ju- Tia's food and enough 
money to meet my quota. And he said something." 


Camilo frowned in thought while Felix absently noted that Julieta was going to cry when she 
heard he'd called her Tia. 


"He said things would get better. I just had to hang in there." 


Felix was confused and annoyed that someone had seen him in such a state and yet never told 
anyone. How could they have left Camilo in a dangerous situation? 


Camilo was still trying to remember what he could. 


"He said he was sorry. That he couldn't help me. He said no one would believe him if he tried 
and that it would make things worse. But he promised that things would get better." 


Camilo bit his lip as he went over the vague memory that had kept a small flicker of hope 
going despite how childish he'd believed it was. 


"I think... he had a ruana. A green ruana?" He said, unsure. 
Felix's eyes widened as a crash sounded from the other side of the room. 
Pepa was staring at them, pale and wide-eyed. 


"What?" She asked shakily. 


Felix felt dread fill him. 
Could it be... had it been Bruno? Had he known... 


He suddenly felt sick. Every vision Bruno had was seen as cursed by the time Camilo was 
born. If Bruno had tried to tell someone... 


It was likely that no one would have believed him. Or would have blamed him. 


And word would have reached those sorry excuses for parents and who knows what they 
would have done to Camilo at that age to cover it up. 


Had Bruno known? That they would find Camilo and learn the truth before taking him in as 
their own? 


And he'd tried to help Camilo, giving him what hope he could before he disappeared? 
"Papi? Mami?" Camilo asked uncertainly, looking worried. 


Pepa snapped out of it at the anxious tone in his voice and rushed over to him, hurriedly 
pulling him into her arms. 


"Lo siento," she whispered, voice breaking. "If I wasn't so angry with him... if we still 
listened to him... we might have been able to save you earlier." 


Felix felt numb. Bruno, who loved niños and always did his best to help them and not scare 
them after his reputation turned sour. He hadn't felt like they'd believe him if he told them 
that a child was being abused. 


He hadn't thought they would listen. 
He hadn't realised just how bad things had become before Bruno left. 


"Mami?" Camilo sounded alarmed now as clouds gathered above them and Pepa seemed on 
the verge of crying. 


"Ninito," she whispered. "Mijo, mi sol. Did he have green eyes?" 

There was a beat of confused silence before he answered. 

"Sí. He had pretty eyes like yours mami." 

Pepa's breathing hitched. 

"Who was he mami?" 

Pepa held Camilo close, no doubt feeling the same crushing guilt that he did. 
"Mi hermano," she said brokenly. "It was Bruno. I'm so sorry baby." 


He squirmed to get his arms free so he could hug her back. 


"Don't cry mami," he pleaded. "He was right. Things got better." 
He buried his face in her shoulder and his words were more muffled as he spoke again. 


"It's probably good you didn't know then. I wasn't trying to get away. I still thought I could 
get them to love me. I wouldn't have told anyone." 


Felix squeezed his eyes shut at the image of a five-year-old Camilo desperately trying to 
please his parents for scraps of affection. 


"Don't cry," his voice was small. "He was right." He hesitated. "And I really needed to hear 
that. I remembered that when it got bad and it really helped." 


Pepa pulled back enough to cradle his face in her hands, eyes glimmering with tears. 
"We will never let you down like that again, " she swore. 
"You never let me down," he protested. 


"We did nino," Felix knelt down next to them. "And we let Bruno down too." He carded his 
fingers through Camilo's hair while he looked at them in frustrated confusion. 


"I don't understand..." 
Pepa closed her eyes for a moment, pulling herself under control. 
When she opened them again, she smiled at him. 


"It means you were always going to be ours, Cami. Bruno saw the future. And he saw you 
with us. As our hijo." 


Camilo stared at her with wide eyes. 
"You were meant to be our hijo," she whispered. 


Camilo forgot about his confusion as he smiled at her words, that genuine happiness shining 
in his eyes. 


Felix would always carry the guilt over their fractured relationship with Bruno resulting in 
him not believing he could tell them about Camilo. 


Pepa would too he knew. 


But if he ever saw the man again, he would thank him on bended knee for helping his future 
Sobrino before he was even a Madrigal. 


Ay but Bruno would have loved Camilo... 
"Love you mami," Camilo whispered into Pepa's dress and she held him tightly. 


"Mi pequeño sol," she breathed. "I love you too baby." 


"We both do," Felix murmured, hand resting on Camilo's shoulder again. 

His hijo's hand came up to grip his wrist tightly and he peered up at Felix in Pepa's hold. 
"Love you papi." 

His voice was still uncertain. Shy. Nervous. 

Felix pressed a kiss to the top of his head. 

"Love you too Cami. Always." 


They could dwell on what ifs and regrets forever, but it wouldn't help anything. They needed 
to focus on the future, for Camilo's sake too. 


He pulled both of them into a hug and they stayed like that for a long time. Until the clouds 
cleared up and they felt like less of a guilty mess. 


They'd work through this. They had to. 


They would. 


Dolores leaned against a wall in Casita, covering her mouth with a shaking hand. 
"I never heard him," she whispered. 

"It's not your fault," a quiet voice answered from the other side of the wall. 

"I should have heard him. He had a broken arm." 


They both stood in silence for a long moment, Dolores wishing to hug her Tio for helping her 
hermano when no one else would. 


Shopping 


Camilo stuck to Felix like glue as they walked towards the village. His papi had asked if he 
wanted to go with him to the market, maybe see if there were any things he'd wanted for his 
room. Camilo had been nervous but he was also excited to spend time with his papi. He 
jumped at any chance to be around his parents. 


He was second-guessing his choice as they drew closer to the village though, clinging to 
Felix's hand. He didn't seem annoyed though, squeezing Camilo's hand gently. 


Camilo just wasn't sure what to expect from the village now. He hadn't seen anyone except 
the Madrigals- except his new family, since everything happened. 


He didn't know what the village thought of everything. 
Did they think he was just lying? Like before? Did they believe his new parents? 


...were they angry that some street rat had been taken in by the most well-known family in 
the Encanto? Those boys had been so mad when he'd just danced with Isabela. Now he lived 
with them. 


Would they try to hurt him again? 

Papi squeezed his hand again, drawing Camilo out of his anxious thoughts. 
"It's okay Cami," he murmured as they reached the village. "I'm right here." 
Camilo took a deep breath and nodded. He was right. 

His papi was there. Which meant he'd be okay. 

He gave the man a weak smile just before they entered the village properly. 


Camilo still couldn't look at the villagers yet, but he could tell they were looking at him. 
Whispering started up around them and Camilo pressed closer to his papi. 


His papi squeezed his hand again and Camilo felt a little bit better as they headed to the 
market. 


It was pretty busy today but his papi knew his way around, even through the crowds. 
They stopped at a stall that sold books and stationery first. 


"Want to help me find a new book for your hermana?" He asked. "And maybe you'll see 
something you like too." 


Camilo lit up at the idea of helping to find something for Dolores. 


They browsed through the books, finding a few options for her. Camilo saw a few that looked 
interesting but he was still hesitant despite everything that changed. 


It was hard to break old habits. The few times he went shopping with his parents to carry the 
bags, he'd been told to shut up and follow them. 


"See anything you like Cami?" Papi asked as he debated between two books they'd found to 
take home for Dolores. 


Camilo hesitated again but he felt a little braver after the question. Papi had told him it was 
okay to want things. 


He shyly pointed at one of the books he'd seen, words stuck in his throat. 
Papi moved over to look. 
"Chameleons hey?" He asked with a grin as he studied the book on the animals. 


Camilo flushed a little. "They're my favourite animal," he admitted quietly. "They can change 
colour... it's cool." 


The few people he'd told that thought it was weird but papi just smiled. 


"That is pretty cool," he agreed, reaching out to pick up the book. "A good start to your book 
collection." 


Camilo relaxed a bit at the positive reaction. 


"Come on mijo," he gestured to the owner of the stall. "Might as well get Dolores both. Your 
hermana goes through books at a ridiculous rate. Her room just keeps making new 
bookshelves." 


Camilo couldn't help a small smile at the easy way his papi helped him through decisions 
when he still struggled with them. 


He knew no one would hurt him for his answers now, but it was a really hard habit to break. 


They grabbed a picture book for Antonio on their way and soon enough they'd paid and were 
back out into the market. 


Camilo asked to carry the books since it helped his anxiety to be doing something at least. 
Papi didn’t argue, just gave him the books and ruffled his hair. The easy acceptance made 
him feel warm and he smiled to himself. This was the first time he'd enjoyed a shopping trip. 


The next place they stopped at was covered by a tent and Camilo wrinkled his nose at the 
strong, sweet smell coming from it. 


Papi chuckled. “Luisa likes her scented candles and soaps and things. I said I’d pick her up 
some since she was running out but the whole place smells so strongly that it makes my head 
spin. Want to wait outside? It’s worse inside.” 


Camilo nodded. It was strong enough that he could already feel a mild headache forming just 
standing near the door. 


Papi squeezed his shoulder and promised to be quick before heading inside. Camilo bit back 
a grin as he heard the man coughing almost immediately. 


He looked down at the books while he waited, staying out of the way of the flow of people. It 
was such a small thing but Camilo still couldn’t help smiling over the fact that his papi didn’t 
think he was silly for liking chameleons. And he even got him a book on them. 


The only thing those people had ever given him was pain and mockery. 
How did he get this lucky? 


In the entire Encanto, they saw him. Some nobody kid who they didn’t even see all that often 
since he stuck to the edges of the village. The one time they came across him, they just... 
stayed. Searched him out and worried over him. 


Sometimes he wondered if he was having some fevered delusion in that alley. It all seemed 
too good to be true. 


Camilo was abruptly dragged out of his thoughts when someone nearby called out ‘kid!’ 
He flinched a little, used to hearing his name or nicknames by now. 


Looking up, he saw one of the mothers he used to babysit for a lot coming his way. A feeling 
of dread settled in his stomach at the sight of her toddler in her arms. 


“T’m so glad I found you,” she said in relief. “I need you to take care of Sofia for a few hours 
while I shop.” 


Camilo clutched the books to his chest like a shield, eyes wide and feeling put on the spot. 
“I, uh, Pm with-” 
She cut him off as he tried to stutter out that he was with his papi. 


“Felix will understand if I steal you to watch my niña. He’ll be fine shopping on his own,” 
she waved off his words and Camilo bit his lip, the protest he was trying to get out dying in 
his throat. 


The villagers never listened to him. There wasn’t really much of a point in trying to tell them 
anything except ‘yes’. 


He looked down at the ground, eyes burning at the idea of his day out with papi being cut 
short now. But the Madrigals were all about helping the village so he’d probably be 
disappointed in Camilo if he didn’t help the woman. 


With his gaze locked on his shoes, he gave a small nod. Not that she needed it since she was 
already taking the books out of his arms. 


They never listened. He’d stopped trying a long time ago. It was stupid to think that would 
change now. 


“PII give these to Felix, you take Sofia. You should take her out of the market. She doesn’t 
like the noise.” 


Shoulders slumped, Camilo moved to obey, gaze still averted away from the woman. 


An unexpected hand fell on his shoulder but Camilo recognised it since it was gentle and 
comforting instead of smothering. 


He looked up at papi in surprise to find him glaring at the woman. 
“Excuse me, but why are you taking those?” he asked, gesturing at the books. 


Camilo bit his lip again, anxiety rising as he wondered whether he’d messed up. He didn’t 
know what to do. 


The woman looked surprised but quickly smiled at papi. 


“Lo siento, but I need to steal the kid for a bit. I know he was helping you with shopping but 
he’s the only babysitter who Sofia likes. I’m sure you understand Felix. I was going to bring 
the books to you before heading back to my shopping. It’s a busy day today, no place for a 
toddler.” She gave a light chuckle as she held the books out to him. 


His papi took them but surprised both of them when he handed the pile back to Camilo. He 
took them automatically, hugging the books against his chest as he watched the conversation 
with wide eyes. 


“I don’t really appreciate you interrupting my day with mi hijo,” papi said, still frowning. 


The woman’s eyes widened and her gaze flicked to Camilo and back. He shuffled awkwardly, 
edging closer to his papi unconsciously. 


He’d just wanted to spend time with him... 
“T, um, I didn’t think that rumour was true,” she laughed nervously. 


Papi raised an unimpressed eyebrow. “Everyone knows that those bastards were fined and 
locked up for at least two years.” 


“Well, I knew that. But I thought the whole... you know, adoption thing had been an 
exaggeration.” 


Camilo shrunk back under the disbelieving look in her eyes as she glanced at him again. 
“Well it’s not,” papi said flatly. 


“Oh,” she floundered. “But you wouldn’t mind him doing a small favour for me would you?” 


“T would actually.” 


Camilo peered up at his papi as the woman gaped for a moment. He didn’t look happy with 
the woman. 


“But, he always did before,” she said in frustration. 

“While in their custody,” papi said sharply. “I’m certainly not going to let you tell mi hijo to 
give up his free time to do a job for you. And certainly not at the pathetic amount you all 
tended to pay him.” 

The woman flushed while papi pulled Camilo into his side, arm over his shoulders now. 

“He never had a problem with it before,” she tried. 

Camilo bitterly thought that it was because he’d never had a choice before. 

“Did you actually ask or tell him to do the job?” Papi asked in annoyance. 

She looked offended. “Of course I asked! He agreed!” 

Camilo pressed a little closer to papi, anxiety spiking over the entire thing. Papi squeezed his 
shoulder gently, prompting him to look up. His expression was a lot kinder when he looked at 


Camilo which helped him relax a little. 


“Mijo, do you want to do this job or keep shopping?” He asked gently. “You don’t have to if 
you don’t want to.” 


The words were still stuck in Camilo’s throat so he just mutely shook his head. 
“You want to keep shopping?” papi asked. 
Camilo nodded this time and papi just smiled at him, helping him relax even further. 


“Well there’s your answer,” papi said as he turned back to the woman. “Camilo doesn’t want 
to babysit on his day off. So he won’t.” 


The woman looked like she’d bitten into a lemon. 

“But-” 

“No buts,” papi said sternly. 

“It would have just been a few hours,” she complained. 

“Do you struggle with the meaning of the word no?” 

She jerked back like papi had slapped her, flushing in embarrassment. 


“T’'d say we’re done here,” papi shook his head at her. “I don’t want to hear about you trying 
this again. And you’d better hope Pepa doesn’t ever hear about someone trying it.” 


“You really adopted the kid?” she blurted out. “Why him?” 
Camilo had been wondering that since it happened. 


“We did,” papi said firmly. “He’s Camilo Madrigal now. Everyone accepted him into the 
family. As for why, we did it because we love him. Because he deserves a safe home and a 
loving family. And we’re happy to give that to him.” 


She was silent for a beat before speaking again. 


“It couldn’t have been that bad,” she said and Camilo flinched, thinking of burns and bruises 
and the obliviousness of everyone around him. 


“It was. You just didn’t want to see it,” papi said simply, putting his hands on Camilo’s 
shoulders and steering him away. “Now if you’ll excuse us, we have shopping to do.” 


They left the woman there as they walked away. 
“Are you okay Cami?” papi asked gently. 


Camilo looked up at him anxiously. “Lo siento. I-I tried to say I was busy but- but she 
wouldn’t let me talk. And then I just... just couldn’t get any words out. They never listened 
before anyway.” 


“What she was trying to do was wrong,” papi said, stopping to kneel down in front of 
Camilo. “Your free time is your own and no one can tell you to give that up. They can’t force 
you into doing what they want instead. But Cami, you’ve spent a long time not being able to 
turn down jobs because you needed the money. And you’d get hurt if you didn’t earn enough. 
You’re safe now, but your survival instincts that you developed up here,” he tapped Camilo’s 
forehead, “are still active. It’ll take a while to get used to being able to say no. That’s normal. 
Until then, if anyone ever does corner you into doing something and you can’t say no, then 
you tell one of us immediately when you see us next. We won’t be mad at you. But we will 
be mad at the person who made you do work for them. Do you understand?” 


Camilo was still clutching the books to his chest as he listened to everything his papi was 
saying. 


“T- I think so,” he shuffled nervously. “It’ll take time to go away but... it will? I won’t freeze 
up like that again? I- I hate it when the words... get stuck like that. They just won’t come 
out.” 


“Tt’ll get better,” papi assured him. “Recovery takes time Cami. And there will probably be a 
few setbacks. But you’ll get there.” He gave Camilo a smirk. “And you can ask your mami 
for tips on saying no. She’s very good at it and people rarely ask twice.” 


Camilo let out a surprised laugh at that. She was always so nice to him that it was hard for 
him to imagine her as scary. Even after seeing her furious at his ex-parents. 


“Gracias papi,” he whispered. 


“Anytime Cami,” papi promised. “We’re going to make sure that the village learns how to 
treat you properly. It won’t be like it was before.” 


And Camilo believed him. Everything he’d said he would do, he’d done. 


Papi smiled at him and ruffled his hair before standing. “Let’s keep going then hmm? Still 
got a lot of stalls to look at. 


He held out his hand and Camilo took it without hesitation. 


He never thought it would feel so nice to be able to trust someone... 


Carving 


The shopping trip continued like it never ended after that. Papi didn't leave him alone outside 
the stalls anymore either, which Camilo was grateful for. 


They were accumulating bags as they went but Camilo was enjoying it. He got to see all the 
big stalls in the middle of the market that he never really saw before. There were so many 
things to look at and papi made sure he didn't get lost. 


At some point, someone called out to papi and they turned to see that it was that guy who 
first introduced them. 


"Hola Diego," papi greeted with a smile. 


He grinned brightly at them both as he stopped in front of them and then surprised Camilo 
when he knelt in front of him. 


"Hey kid. Camilo right?" 


Camilo nodded nervously, not sure what was happening. Papi rested a hand on his shoulder 
which helped like always. 


"I wanted to apologise, Camilo," the man said seriously to his shock. "I saw you around town 
but I never noticed anything was wrong. That's on me." 


He stared at Diego with wide eyes. What was happening? 


"Looking back on it, there were some obvious red flags and I'm sorry I didn't realise 
something was wrong." 


"Its-its okay," he stuttered, biting his tongue at the shaky words. 


"It's not," Diego disagreed. "But I'll make it up to you. You ever need help, just come to me, 
okay kid?" 


"Rather use 'niño' or 'Camilo'," papi told him quietly. 

Diego didn't even miss a beat. 

"Anytime niño, okay?" 

Camilo nodded after a moment and Diego grinned in return. 


He stood up and looked at papi again. "Congrats on the new hijo," he said cheerfully. 


Papi chuckled and looked at the tent they were standing next to. 


"Going to be talking to Diego for a bit Cami," he said. "I know the guy who owns this stall. 
He's grumpy but he's a good guy. Wanna look around while we're busy? I'll be right by the 
entrance." 


Camilo nodded after a moment and papi ruffled his hair again. He didn't really want to just 
stand around while papi talked to his friend. He was glad he got a choice and he was pretty 
sure if he wanted to stay his papi would be completely fine with it. 


"I think you'll like this stall," papi said as he headed to the entrance. 
That made Camilo curious. 


He walked into the stall, immediately smelling wood. He looked around in awe at all the 
wooden carvings around him. They ranged between big enough they were taller than him to 
small enough to fit in the palm of his hand. 


He was so busy staring at everything that he didn't notice the man in the corner until he 
spoke. 


"You're Felix's boy aren't you?" 


Camilo startled at the gruff voice, turning to find an older man sitting on a stool and carving 
something. 


It took a moment for the question to register, but when it did he rushed to answer. 


"Um, si," he stumbled over his words, holding the books close like a shield. He looked 
grumpy... 


It was thrilling to be recognised as his papi's hijo though. Especially after that disbelieving 
woman from earlier. 


"Hm, that ruana declares it loud and proud," he looked down at his carving again. "I've never 
seen you around before niño." 


"I, uh, I usually stayed away from the main part of the market." 
He nodded. "To each their own. You ever seen carvings before?" 


"Not like this..." he admitted, looking around at them again. He also found himself drawn to 
look at the carving the man was currently doing. 


He seemed to notice and gestured with his hand. 
"You're not going to be able to see from over there niño." 


Camilo hesitated for a moment before slowly moving forward. The man continued his 
carving and Camilo found himself fascinated as he watched the knife glide over the wood. 


"You ever tried before?" He asked and Camilo shook his head. He was surprised when the 
man held the wood and knife out. 


"Come on, give it a go. Can't find what you're good at unless you try everything." 


Too curious now, Camilo set the books down and accepted the items. The guy helped him 
hold knife correctly and repositioned the block of wood in his hand before showing him how 
to slowly carve away at the surface. 


Camilo watched the slivers of wood curl off the surface with fascination. 

"Angle your hand just a bit," the guy instructed. "There, now you've got it." 

"Isn't this ruining what you were carving?" He asked worriedly. 

The guy waved him off. "I was just keeping my hands busy. So niño, got any hobbies?" 


Camilo shook his head, gaze still on the knife as he worked. It was a strangely calming 
activity. 


"I'm, uh, mami's teaching me to dance and that's fun." 


"Yeah, Pepa's been dancing since that spitfire could walk," he chuckled. "You know Felix 
does wood carving?" 


Camilo looked up now in surprise, hand stilling. "Really?" 


"Yup. He was a menace when he was young. Way too much energy and not enough focus. 
Eventually, I sat him down and taught him to carve. What does it feel like for you?" 


Camilo looked back at the wood. "It's kind of... calming?" 


The man nodded. "It's something to focus on. Helps to calm down if you're feeling restless or 
overwhelmed. Worked on Felix, it'll work for you until you stop looking like a spooked 
rabbit. You looked ready to bolt when you came in." 


Camilo flushed, letting the man take the block and knife back. Moments later, he pushed a 
box in his hands instead. 


Confused, Camilo opened it, gaping a bit at the contents. It was a full carving set. All the 
tools he didn't know the names of were neatly arranged inside. 


"Consider it a gift. You'll need something calm in that chaotic house." 
"I-I can't-" 

"Can't give it back. Right, you can't." 

He smirked at Camilo as he floundered for words. 


"Just take it niño. Get your papa to teach you. He'll be thrilled." 


"Why?" Camilo asked quietly. 
Why was he being nice? 


The man studied him for a moment. "You look hunted niño. It doesn't sit right with me. I've 
seen that same look in your eyes in the survivors of those that were there at the birth of the 
Encanto. No one your age should have that look." 


Camilo stared at him with wide eyes as the man closed the box again. 
“Take it,” he said softly before settling back to continue his carving. 


Camilo hesitated for a long moment before taking a step back, barely able to believe what 
had just happened. 


“Cami?” he startled a bit and looked back to see his papi by the entrance. He must have 
finished with Diego. 


“Take care of this one,” the man said to him. 

Papi frowned slightly. “Of course I will. He’s mi hijo.” 

The man nodded absently as he focused on his work. 

Camilo looked up as his papi walked over. When he spotted the box he looked amused. 
"Carving isn't the answer to everything Arlo," he teased. 

"It's the answer to enough," the man, Arlo, smirked when papi laughed. 

He shook his head and looked back at Camilo. 

"See anything you like?" Papi asked. 


"Pick something from that table. Welcome to woodworking gift." Arlo gestured to a table 
against the wall without looking up. 


"But you already gave me this!" Camilo blurted, looking down at the box. 


"Better not try and argue with him Cami," papi chuckled. "He's stubborn. Let's go look and 
get something for your room okay?" 


Still stunned by this entire conversation, Camilo let papi lead him to the table. 


There was a selection of small wooden figurines on display. The details on them were 
amazing. They all looked so life-like. 


He couldn't take one of these for free! 


As he was internally freaking out, his papi reached out to pick one up. 


"What about this one?" 


Camilo's breathing hitched when he looked at the little carved chameleon. The detail was 
incredible. He stared at his papi with wide eyes. He knew he'd told the man that it was his 
favourite animal only a few hours ago. But it still knocked the breath from his lungs at the 
proof that he remembered. 


His papi just smiled kindly as Camilo carefully accepted it. 
"Like this one?" He asked. 
Camilo nodded, feeling the smooth wooden surface under his fingers. 


"Great!" Papi clapped his hands and rearranged the bags he was carrying so he could pick up 
the books, leaving Camilo free to carry the box and carving. 


Papi called out a thank you and goodbye to the stall owner and Camilo hesitated at the 
entrance. 


"Gracias," he said softly. 
The man waved him off. "Take care niño." 
Camilo smiled to himself before following his papi. 


"I think we're done now," his papi said with a chuckle, looking at the things they were 
carrying. "Almost lunchtime too." 


As if on cue, Camilo's stomach rumbled and he ducked his head in embarrassment as papi 
laughed. 


He couldn't help it. Tia's food was amazing. 
"Let's go home, mijo," papi said. 
Camilo smiled. 


Having a proper home was nice. 


Good Morning and Bad Night 


Camilo woke with a jolt at the cheerful knock on the door. Like every morning since he’d 
been officially taken into the Madrigal family, he looked around frantically, unsure over 
where he was. After a few seconds though, he recognised the room. The book on the shelf 
and the carved chameleon on the bedside table. The carving set was on the desk and his ruana 
was hanging over the chair. 


It was still very empty but those small additions had made it feel more like his. 


He’d never really had much when it came to having his own possessions. Some clothes, a 
threadbare blanket and the money he was stashing away. 


Having those small things in the room- his room, made it seem more real. 
Camilo sat up, absently running his hand over the soft material of the blanket over him. 
It was still a shock every morning. 


A small part of him still expected it all to be a dream, expected to wake up in that small room 
or the shed again. 


Every time he woke up in this room, that small part grew even smaller. After a beat, he 
climbed out of bed and started getting ready for the day. Even though Mirabel ran around 
waking everyone up for breakfast, it was nowhere near as early as he used to wake up. At 
least the sun was already up. 


Casita pulled the curtains open for him as he left the bathroom (and having his own bathroom 
was still shocking and he felt really spoiled). He thanked the house and she clattered the 
floorboards, drawing a smile from him. She was really nice and helped him if he was looking 
for something or someone. 


He was pretty sure she was the reason his parents knew to come to his room when he was 
having nightmares too. 


He left his room a little nervously, still trying to find his footing in this unbelievable family. 
He wasn’t surprised to find Dolores leaning on the wall outside his room and seeing her smile 
at him eased his anxiety like it always did. 


“Ready for breakfast?” she asked gently and he nodded, letting her take his hand and lead 
him down the stairs. He didn’t need the guidance anymore but he liked it. He liked that touch 
didn’t mean pain in this family and holding his hermana s hand actually made him feel safe. 


His mami and papi smiled at him when he arrived in the kitchen and it warmed him like 
nothing else. Because these people wanted him here. The rest of the family greeted him 

cheerfully and he got light pats on the shoulder or his hair ruffled, and even a kiss on the 
cheek from his Tia, before he reached his parents. 


Mami hugged him and pressed a kiss into his hair in greeting and papi ruffled his hair, 
messing it up even more. 


The day looked bright and Camilo looked forward to whatever it brought this time. 


Camilo came awake with a scream trapped in his throat. He could still smell the stink of cigar 
and cigarette smoke, feel the burn of the ends again his skin. He could taste alcohol on his 
tongue and it made bile rise in the back of his throat as he frantically tried to get away. He fell 
off something and hit his elbow hard but he barely noticed. He needed to hide, to get away. 
Because they were angry and they’d hurt him worse than usual if they got him. 


He scrambled under a nearby table, curling in on himself and shaking as he tried to muffle his 
frantic breathing. 


Don’t let them find him. He didn’t want to be hurt again. He didn’t- 


Someone crouched down in front of the table and Camilo pressed back against the wall with 
a whimper. They found him and they were going to hurt him and he was scared- 


“Cami?” the gentle voice confused him but he didn’t move. They’d tricked him before by 
pretending to be nice for a little before hurting him again when he didn’t expect it. 


“Cami,” she said again, voice still so gentle it made his eyes burn with tears. “Mijo, mi sol, 
it’s okay. You’re safe. Those people aren’t here.” 


He frowned in confusion, uncertainty tricking in with the terror. 
“Can you look at me Cami? Por favor, just look at me.” 


Still shaking and confused, he shifted enough that he could peer out from the ball he’d curled 
into. 


Red hair and worried green eyes. 
Mami. 


Camilo let out a sob as it all rushed back to him. But the memory of the nightmare still had a 
grip on him and he couldn’t make himself crawl out from under the table. His elbow hurt and 
he felt stupid and humiliated. 


And so scared. Like he expected those people to jump out of the darkness and rip him away 
from his new home, drag him back to a life of cold and pain and misery. 


She hushed him, settling down to sit in front of him. “Just breathe Cami,” she coaxed. “Deep 
breath in and out baby.” 


It was difficult around the sobs now wracking his frame, but he eventually managed to get his 
breathing under control with her patient guidance and praise. He sniffled miserably. His 
elbow hurt and his body ached from holding this tense position for so long. 


But he still couldn’t move. 
He pressed his forehead against his knees and just tried to control his breathing. 


It took him a moment to realise that she was humming. Her voice so pretty and he found 
himself latching onto the sound, listening to her and slowly calming down. 


“Cami,” she said after a while. He didn’t know how long she’d sat there humming to him. 
“Can you look at me again?” 


He lifted his head reluctantly to meet green eyes and she smiled at him which eased some 
more tension from his body. She wasn’t angry with him for breaking down like this. She was 
just worried. 


He felt bad that he’d worried her though. 


She held out her hand. “Can you give me your hand?” she asked gently. “You don’t have to 
move yet. Just your hand.” 


Camilo hesitated for a moment before releasing the death grip his right hand had around his 
legs. He hissed in pain as the stiff muscles moved after holding the same, tense position for 
too long. 


She caught his hand and held it between her own, rubbing lightly and easing the ache until 
his hand went limp in her hold. She started humming again and her skin was warm against 
his. He only realised then how cold he was. Winter was setting in and not even Casita could 
keep out all the chill. He was shivering now that the adrenaline had faded. 


Her soft humming and gentle hold helped relax him some more and he found himself leaning 
towards her unconsciously. When she moved one hand to hold it out to him, he took his other 
arm from around his legs and reached for her despite the ache in that limb. His muscles 
burned and his elbow throbbed now. 


She held both his hands in hers and frowned at the bruise she could see blooming over his 
elbow. 


“Mijo,” she murmured softly, voice still so gentle. How wasn’t she annoyed? She was stuck 
kneeling on the cold floor because he couldn’t make himself move out from under the stupid 
table. 


“Mijo, you know those people are in jail right?” she asked. “They can’t get you.” 
He knew that. He did. But... his eyes darted around the room anxiously. What if... 


“And if they did get in, Casita would never let them near you. She’d throw them out the 
nearest window first.” 


That got a surprised snort out of him. 


“Do you want Casita to turn the lights on?” she asked kindly. 


He hesitated before giving a timid nod, his neck muscles protesting the movement. 


The room immediately lit up, a soft light washing over everything. There was no one else 
here. Just his mami and Casita. 


“And I wouldn’t let them near you either mijo,” she assured softly. “I promise.” 


He sniffled. “Lo siento,” he whispered, feeling shame wash over him. Why had he acted like 
that? It was stupid. What if she decided he was too much trouble to keep around? What if- 


She squeezed his hands gently, regaining his attention. “Do you think you can come out?” she 
asked. “You’re safe. Nothing can hurt you here.” 


He sniffled again, tears burning his eyes. She was just so kind. He didn’t want to disappoint 
her. 


So he nodded tentatively and shifted, wincing as his whole body protested the movement. 


“There we go, that’s it,” she praised, helping him out from under the table and then 
immediately pulling him close in a hug. He just melted at the warmth that surrounded him 
now, eyes fluttering closed as he curled up close to her, the nightmare pushed to the back of 
his mind for the moment. 


She held him close, humming again and running her fingers through his hair as she rocked 
back and forth. 


He didn’t know how long they sat like that before she pulled back a little, drawing a whimper 
from him. 


“T’m not going anywhere mijo,” she promised. “But I don’t want you on the cold floor any 
longer. And we need to take care of your elbow.” 


She helped him stand up and tucked him into her side as they walked out of his room. Camilo 
just followed, feeling drained and cold. 


He was a little startled when he saw his papi and hermana waiting outside. 
Dolores smiled gently and held out an arepa while his papi came to stand on his other side. 


“We didn’t want to overwhelm you with too many people. So your mami went in to help 
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you. 


Camilo ducked his head in embarrassment but accepted the arepa that Dolores pressed into 
his hand. The aches in his body faded immediately after eating it and his elbow stopped 
hurting. The healing food still shocked him every time. 


He looked up when slender fingers nudged his chin up and found his mami watching him 
with warm, green eyes. 


“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked gently. 


He had to resist the urge to look away. “It’s-um-it,” he took a deep breath. “It was that night. 
When I got sick and they... they hurt me...” he shivered. “But it was worse cause they were 
angry and-and yelling at me. And I-I couldn’t get away this time. They didn’t let me go.” 


He’d started properly shaking now and she pulled him into a tight hug again. 
“Lo siento,” he whispered again. 


“Don’t apologise Cami,” papi told him. “Those people hurt you for a very long time. 
Nightmares about them aren’t your fault and we just want to help you deal with them. We 
didn’t get upset about the other nightmares you had, did we?” 


He shook his head reluctantly. But those nightmares hadn’t sent him into a panic to the point 
that he hid under his desk and wouldn’t come out. 


“Mijo,” he looked up at his mami again. “Do you want to spend the night in our room?” 
He blinked in surprise at the offer and she ran her fingers through his hair again. 
“Would it make you feel better? Safer?” 


Thinking about it, it would. He panicked at just the thought of separating from them right 
now. 


Timidly, he nodded his head. 


They both just smiled at him and Dolores gave him a hug and kiss on the cheek before going 
back to her room. 


And his parents let him sleep between them where he felt safe and the nightmares felt far 
away. And he felt a little silly since he was thirteen but the feeling of safety was worth it. 


And when Mirabel woke him by knocking on the door, he didn’t have a moment of panic as 
he tried to figure out where he was. Because he smelt sunshine and rain and there were gentle 
fingers in his hair. 


And he’d never felt so safe in his life. 


It looked like another good morning. 


Helping and Harming 


Camilo was both excited and nervous. It was his first full day out helping his new family. 
They’d decided he could get a turn with everyone and figure out what he liked doing best. 


And he knew they didn’t want him alone in the village after what happened when he went 
shopping with his papi. 


He didn’t want that to happen again. He’d even practised saying no in the big mirror Dolores 
had surprised him with. It was floor length so he could figure out what he wanted to wear and 
work on his hair too. 


It was startling to look in the mirror and see well-fitting clothes and no bruises or burns. The 
scars were also fainter and a part of him hoped that they would fade completely one day and 
he wouldn’t have to remember how he got them. 


But he’d practised so he hoped if that whole thing happened again, he’d be able to say no 
properly. 


But he was glad he’d have someone with him when he did... 


There was a soft knock on his door and he hurried over to it. They’d been serious about it 
being his safe space. None of them came barging in. They always knocked and waited for 
him to call out or open the door. 


It was really nice... 

Everything they did was nice. 

He gave Dolores a shy smile which she returned. 
“You ready Cami?” 

He really liked the affectionate nicknames too. 


“Sí,” he assured her, closing the door behind him as he followed her down into the courtyard 
where everyone was gathered. 


His mami immediately pulled him into a hug and kissed his cheek. He got so much positive 
attention from them that it was a little overwhelming. 


He loved every second of it. 
“You ready mijo?” his papi asked and he nodded. 
He was ready to help his new family and he was excited to spend time with them. 


But he was nervous. He hoped the villagers didn’t cause any trouble this time... 


Shaking the thoughts away, he followed his family out the front door. 


Camilo was helping his papi first. 


He and his friends were working on building a house at the moment so Camilo had to help by 
bringing them tools and things while they climbed up and down ladders. 


Diego put a hard hat on his head before they started and told him to be careful not to trip over 
anything. 


It wasn’t as difficult as he’d worried it would be. The men were nice and told him which 
tools were which and what they were for. He was mostly running around to deliver tools or 
messages to the different people. 


And all of them used his name or called him niño. 


It was really different from when he used to help the villagers. They also didn’t ignore him. 
They all talked to him or asked him questions about himself and didn’t get annoyed if Camilo 
stumbled over his words or mumbled. 


“You ever need help in the village, just come to one of us,” one of them, Juan, said. 


Camilo smiled back and nodded. He felt like maybe he really could. Because they were all 

genuinely nice to him. He didn’t really recognise them and didn’t think he’d ever done jobs 
for them before. Maybe they didn’t really go into the quieter streets of the village where he 
tended to stay to avoid Manuel and them? 


After a while, Luisa came to pick him up. Camilo didn’t really know her well but she was 
actually really nice. He was helping her carry some stuff for villagers and she talked to him 
cheerfully. It was amazing how she could carry all that so easily. The magical Gifts really 
were amazing. 


They were interrupted when someone called out. 

“Luisa! The donkey’s got out again!” 

Camilo thought his voice was kind of whiny... 

Luisa sighed but headed out to where the donkeys were scattered around. 
“This always happens,” she explained. “They never stay behind the fence.” 
Camilo stared as she started just... picking the donkeys up and stacking them. 
“You're really cool,” he blurted and flushed in embarrassment. 

She really was though. She was stacking donkeys like it was nothing! 


Luisa looked at him in surprise. “I’m really not,” she chuckled awkwardly. 


He gestured at the donkey tower. “You are! And you’re really nice too...” He looked away in 
embarrassment now and startled when her hand landed on his shoulder. 


“Gracias Cami,” she gave him a smile and Camilo gave a shy one in return. 
He had a really cool prima now... 


He yelped and then laughed when she picked him up and carried him back into town on her 
shoulders when the donkeys were back. 


She dropped Camilo off with Dolores and they went to go get lunch from the marketplace. 


People were constantly coming up to Dolores and she patiently answered their questions 
between her conversation with him. 


“How am I helping?” Camilo asked when there was a break in people. 
Dolores gave him a smile and ruffled his hair. 


“Mi hermano is keeping me company and I’m getting to learn more about him. I’m not 
making you work when I can have that instead.” 


He couldn’t help a small, pleased smile at that. She wanted to know about him? 
“What do you want to know?” he asked as she fixed his hair she’d just messed up. 


“Well I know your favourite colour is yellow,” she tugged playfully at his ruana which he’d 
worn every day since he’d been given it. “But I want to know more about what you like.” 


So she asked questions between all the questions the villagers had for her. They gave Camilo 
a few weird looks but didn’t say anything. 


So he told her everything she wanted to know. That his favourite season was summer. That he 
liked sweet things. That he liked swimming but didn’t get to do it much. That his favourite 
animal was the chameleon. 


She never seemed to think his answers were weird, just smiling or humming before telling 
him what her favourite was. She liked spring and also had a sweet tooth. Her favourite thing 
to do was read and her favourite animal was a cat. 


Camilo was really enjoying himself, but eventually, someone interrupted them with a request 
for Dolores to find their wayward hijo and she dropped him off at their Tia s stand where 
Mirabel was helping. 


Mirabel loved to talk. 


As they handed out the food to whoever came up, Mirabel chattered constantly and Tia 
Julieta added to the conversation as well. She was also sneaking him bits of food all the time 
and Camilo decided that she was the best Tia. 


“We’re going to be best friends,” Mirabel decided at some point. 
Camilo looked at her in surprise. He’d never had any friends before after all. 
“What?” 


“We’re going to be best friends,” she repeated firmly. “Cause you’re funny and we’ll have so 
much fun together.” 


She smiled brightly at him and Camilo couldn’t help but return it. A best friend? That 
sounded really nice. And Mirabel was bubbly and one of the nicest people he’d ever met. So 
she’d probably be the best kind of best friend. 


“Pd like that,” he admitted quietly. 
Mirabel immediately jumped on him in a hug with a happy squeal. 
“Best friends!” she repeated and Camilo hugged her back. 


Could this family be any better? Amazing parents, an awesome hermana, cool primas, a nice 
Tia and now a best friend? 


And it was all his... 


He tucked his face into Mirabel’s shoulder to hide his tears and Tia Julieta gave him another 
snack. 


Best family. 


Later on, Isabela picked him up to help her. She was still a little intimidating but she smiled 
at him and explained that she was delivering a lot of flowers so she needed help carrying 
them. 


“I can do that!” he assured excitedly. 


So he’d followed her around, carrying bouquets and baskets for her as she made her 
deliveries. She might seem a bit intimidating, but she was actually nice. She talked to him 
and asked him questions like Dolores did. And she even told him about the flowers they were 


carrying. 
It was really interesting. 


He got weird looks from the villagers again and he also spotted those boys that had attacked 
him glaring at him at one point. But no one said anything, just smiling at Isabela and 
thanking her. 


Everyone wanted her to like them. Camilo thought it must get so exhausting to be that 
popular. 


During one of the deliveries where the bouquet was huge and very delicate, someone called 
Isabela, insisting that it was an emergency in their garden. 


She huffed quietly enough that only Camilo heard and called back that she’d be there now. 


“Can you wait right here?” She asked Camilo. “I’m worried that bouquet will fall apart if we 
lug it around everywhere.” 


“TIl take good care of it!” he assured her with a bright smile. 


She smiled back and ruffled his hair gently. Camilo was a little surprised. That was new from 
her. 


“Gracias. Stay right here. Dolores will kill me if I lose her hermano.” 
Camilo nodded seriously and watched her run after the villager who had called her. 
He wondered what a garden emergency was? 


The thirteen-year-old stayed near the wall, out of the way of the people and looked down at 
the flowers. He was going to be very careful and show that he could help his amazing new 
family. And it even seemed like Isabela liked him! He hadn’t been sure before. But maybe 
she did? His primas were all so cool... 


Camilo was so caught up in his thoughts and focused on not damaging the flowers that he 
didn’t notice the man before it was too late. 


A large hand closed over his mouth and another trapped his arms at his sides, forcing him to 
drop the bouquet. 


Camilo panicked and struggled as he was dragged down an alley, none of the villagers 
passing by noticing in their rush. 


He let out a muffled, frightened noise as he was pulled into the dark alley and pushed against 
the wall, the hand over his mouth shifted to keep it covered as he stared up at Manuel in fear. 


“You’ve been a naughty boy, haven't you?” he chuckled, looking amused as Camilo tried to 
push him away now that his arms were free. But Manuel was too strong for him to budge and 
his hand pressed against his face with a bruising force. 


“And don’t think Dolores is going to show up to take pity on you,” Manuel added, making 
Camilo freeze. “I had a buddy of mine set off fireworks near her. She’s already back at Casita 
with one hell of a headache.” 


Camilo kicked out angrily at the man. He’d hurt Dolores? But she was one of the nicest 
people Camilo had ever met! 


Manuel tsked. “None of that brat.” 


He stepped closer and Camilo’s heart rate sped up as his personal space was invaded again. 
Manuel was too close and it made the teenager try and shrink back against the wall. 


“You went and got your parents in trouble like an ungrateful little bastard,” Manuel muttered 
and Camilo tried to push him back again but Manuel didn’t even seem bothered by his 
attempts. 


Tears pricked at his eyes as Manuel leaned down, keeping his head up by his grip on 
Camilo’s face. 


“And right before the fun could even start,” he murmured. 

What was he even talking about? 

“I even waited until you were thirteen. Didn’t want to go and break you.” 
Camilo was starting to get really scared now. What was he even talking about? 
What was Manuel going to do to him? 

He froze when the man rested his free hand on the teenager’s hip. 

“You were going to earn so much more money from me for your parents.” 


Camilo’s breathing hitched as things started to click into place. Manuel had always been 
touchy. Always liked being close. He-he couldn’t mean- 


Camilo whimpered as Manuel leaned even closer. 


“T waited long enough. You just won’t get paid after all the trouble you caused brat. Now, be 
a good plaything for me, would you? Or things could get nasty.” 


Camilo couldn’t move as Manuel shifted his hand on his hip to the waistband of his pants, 
pushing aside his ruana. 


What was he supposed to do? He couldn’t make a noise or push Manuel away. Dolores 
wasn’t around to hear him either. The villagers hadn’t even noticed when he got taken! 


What was he supposed to do? 
He squeezed his eyes closed as Manuel leaned even closer and whimpered again. 
Camilo was scared. 


He let out a muffled sob. He hadn’t been scared like this since his new family took him in 
properly. He wanted his mami or his papi. 


“Aww, you’re so cute when you cry,” Manuel mocked. 


He was too close. Camilo was scared. What did he do? What did he do?! 


Suddenly, a voice spoke up. 
“Get your filthy hands off mi primito!” 


Camilo’s eyes snapped open in time to see a vine wrap around Manuel’s throat and yank him 
back, other vines wrapping around the rest of him and pinning him to the opposite wall. 


The teenager slumped against the bricks behind him, breathing raggedly as his mouth was 
freed. 


He looked up to see Isabela absolutely fuming and glaring at Manuel. 
“It’s not what it looks like,” Manuel tried, his voice making Camilo flinch. 


“Cami, come here,” he looked up at Isabela’s gentler tone to see her holding her hand out to 
him. 


He shakily pushed away from the wall and stumbled over to her. His legs felt weak and he 
was still shaking. When he reached Isabela, she pulled him behind her and he leaned against 
her back, trying to hide from Manuel’s sight. 


“I was just talking to the kid,” Manuel tried again and made a choked noise as the vines must 
have tightened. 


“Don’t give me that crap,” Isabela snarled. She sounded really mad. “You are going to stay 
right here while I go get someone to deal with you.” 


She made a gesture with her hand and Camilo peered around her to see that Manuel had been 
gagged. 


Suddenly Isabela turned around and rested her hands on Camilo’s shoulders. “Are you okay 
Cami?” she asked in concern. 


Camilo stared up at her for a moment before mutely shaking his head. 
Manuel had wanted to- the whole time? He’d just been waiting until he was thirteen? 


He started shaking. From what he’d been saying... he had his old parents’ permission. They 
were going to let him... for money? 


Isabela wiped at his face and he realised he was crying. 
“Come on,” she murmured. “Let’s get you to your mamd.” 


She steered him out of the alley and towards the farms. As they left, Camilo caught a glimpse 
of the bouquet and felt guilt churn in his stomach. 


“The-the flowers, /o siento,” he whispered. 


“I don’t care about the flowers Cami,” she murmured. “And it wasn’t your fault. It was that... 
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man’s. 
She sounded so angry just mentioning Manuel. 


Camilo was quiet the rest of the walk as his prima tucked him in close to her side. Isabela 
ignored several people calling out for her and took Camilo straight up to the farms. 


He must have looked worse than he felt since his mami called out the moment she saw them, 
looking worried. Gentle hands tilted his face up and Camilo let out a sob through the shock as 
worried green eyes watched him. 


“Mami,” he choked out, throwing himself at her in a hug. 


She dropped to her knees and pulled him into a tight hug, running her fingers through his hair 
and whispering softly to him. 


Camilo wasn’t really listening to Isabela now, too caught up in the comfort being with his 
mami gave him. 


But he knew when she’d explained the whole thing as a loud crack of thunder sounded above 
them. 


“T’m going to kill him,” mami whispered. 
She coaxed Camilo’s head up to look at her again, wiping away the tears with a gentle touch. 


“Cami, baby, mi sol, my little sunshine,” she cooed and he leaned into the touch. “We’re 
going to take care of that bastard and he will never ever touch you again. Okay?” 


Camilo nodded shakily. 
“Pepa! 29 


They both looked up at the sound of his papi 5 voice. He must have seen the brewing storm 
and come running. He looked very worried when he saw Camilo. Isabela was standing a little 
distance away, still fuming. 


As he approached, Camilo remembered what else Manuel had done. 


“He had one of his friends set off fireworks by Dolores,” he said quietly. “So she had to go 
home with a headache.” She'd got hurt cause of him... 


There was another crack of thunder. 
“He’s a dead man walking,” mami snarled. “No one touches my babies.” 
She pressed a kiss to his forehead. 


“No one scares my babies,” she whispered. 


Camilo closed his eyes and let out a sigh of relief as his papi knelt down as well and rested 
his hand on the teenager’s back, asking what was happening. 


It would be okay. Cause his parents always took care of him. 


“T’m going to kill him,” his papi said after he heard the story and Camilo slumped against his 
mami. 


It would be okay. 


Comfort 


Pepa looked down at her hijo who had tucked himself as close as possible. She couldn’t see 
his expression but she could tell he was still scared from the tremble running through his 
body. 


It made her thunder again. 


Camilo was a sweet boy who only wanted to help. He was nervous and anxious, but an 
excitable and cheerful niño when they broke through the horrible conditioning from his 
biological parents. 


She just didn’t understand why these people enjoyed hurting or scaring him. Why he was 
back in her arms, shaking and crying after someone tried to hurt him again. 


He didn’t deserve this treatment. He didn’t deserve to be frightened or hurt after a lifetime of 
it. 


And she was going to make sure it didn’t happen again. 


Pepa pressed a kiss into his hair before coaxing his face up again. Her heart ached at the sight 
of the tear tracks and the fear in his eyes. 


“Cami,” she cooed, wiping the tears from his cheeks with one hand while keeping him close 
with the other. “Mi sol, it’s going to be okay.” 


He hiccupped as she pressed another kiss to his forehead. 


“Can you go back to Casita with your papa? Mama is going to deal with that man and make 
sure he can never touch you again.” 


His expression turned uncertain so Felix moved closer and rested a hand on their hijo 5 back. 
“Your mama will be fine,” he assured the boy. “It’s Manuel that should be worried.” 


He glanced up at the sky and Camilo followed his gaze to stare at the roiling clouds, black as 
night and lit by flickers of lightning. They couldn’t see a hint of sunlight anymore. 


Camilo still looked anxious and uncertain, but he hesitantly released his death grip on her 
dress. 


Pepa cupped his cheeks as he leaned back somewhat and pressed their foreheads together. 
“It’s going to be okay,” she promised. 


He leaned in the contact automatically and it still hurt to see how starved he was for positive 
physical contact. Her poor baby melted into any hint of a kind touch. 


She gave him a warm smile before letting Felix gently draw him away. 


Camilo immediately curled into his papas hold and squeaked when Felix stood up, picking 
their hijo up with him. He was still far too thin and light. 


Pepa stood up as well, brushing Camilo’s hair back. It was worrying her how non-verbal he’d 
become suddenly. 


“PII see you in a bit mijo,” she promised. “Stay with your papá until then, okay?” 


Camilo nodded, curling closer to Felix again. She pressed a kiss to his cheek before 
straightening. 


“Isabela. Show me where the bastard is,” she said, thunder rumbling again. 


Her sobrina nodded, throwing a worried look Camilo’s way before she started walking back 
to town. 


Pepa followed her, a storm barely held back. For the moment. She needed to find her target 
before releasing it after all. 


Camilo twisted to hide his face in his papi 5 chest as he started walking back to Casita. He 
could hear the thunder rumbling and his papi 5 heartbeat and it helped calm him down a little. 
He tried to take deep breaths as he twisted his fingers into his papi s shirt. 


It was fine. He was safe now. It was fine. 


..-he could still feel that man’s hands on him. His jaw ached and he could almost feel a 
phantom pressure on his hip. 


A quiet whimper slipped out of him as he tried to curl even closer. 


“Hey Cami,” he twitched when his papi spoke, but didn’t move otherwise. ““We’re going to 
go home now okay? And Pll make you a nice cup of hot chocolate and then we’ll cuddle 
under a nice soft blanket.” Camilo relaxed a bit as his papi spoke, listening to the soft, 
soothing words. “I’m going to get all my cuddles because when your mama gets home she’s 
going to steal you away for herself.” 


A watery giggle escaped him at that. It was still shocking, but also funny, how his parents 
playfully fought over him. It made him feel warm and wanted even if he didn’t understand it. 
And he got a lot of hugs and cuddles out of it so it wasn’t like he minded at all. 


“And now my friends are going to try and steal you all the time too,” his papi gave a heavy, 
dramatic sigh. “They all loved you today, you know?” 


Camilo peeked up at him in surprise and his papi smiled widely at him. 


“When you went to help Luisa, they were all complaining about her stealing away their 
favourite helper.” 


Camilo flushed a bit. They’d liked him? 


“T’m going to have to fight to keep you when we're in town now,” his papi teased and Camilo 
gave a small smile at that. His papi pouted whenever mami or Dolores took him to do 
something else. 


He looked up at the sound of clattering to find that they were already at Casita and she 
sounded worried, opening the doors for them. 


His papi comforted their house for a moment before carrying him to the kitchen. He gently 
set Camilo in one of the chairs and the teenager reluctantly pried his hands off the man’s 
shirt. 


It was only moments later that an arepa was being pressed into his hands and Camilo bit into 
it gratefully, relaxing as the ache in his jaw and back faded. He watched his papi moving 
around the kitchen quietly as he nibbled on the food. He still felt too worked up to properly 
relax. He couldn’t get the memory of Manuel touching him out of his head and kept rubbing 
at his hip. He also kept remembering other times Manuel was too close or too touchy. With 
what he knew now, those memories were suddenly a lot more terrifying. 


He was startled out of his thoughts when his papi put a mug down in front of him. The hot 
chocolate smelled amazing so Camilo didn’t hesitate to pick it up. It was nice and warm in 
his hands. 


He let his papi help him up and steer him out of the kitchen and to the stairs while he soaked 
in the warmth from the mug. They went past his room and to his parents which was a relief to 
Camilo. His room might be his space, but he still felt safe in his parents’ room. So he didn’t 
protest as his papi got him onto the bed and pulled the fluffy red blanket over them both. The 
teenager eagerly curled back into his papi ï hold, feeling much better under the weight of the 
blanket and with the warm mug in his hands. 


After a moment, his papi started talking and Camilo let himself get lost in the story he was 
telling. It was one of the stories about when his mami was young and the trouble she got up 
to. 


It was enough that he could forget about what had almost happened for a while. He was safe 
with his papi. 


There was a massive crack of thunder and he saw a bolt of lightning flash beyond the 
window. 


His mami was making sure he’d stay safe. 


The Storm 


Pepa ignored people calling out, the complaints over the whipping wind and blacked-out sky 
going over her head as she followed her sobrina to an alley off one of the busy streets. 


Did none of the villagers notice Camilo in trouble? Did they ever notice anything that didn’t 
affect them personally? 


She noted the bouquet abandoned on the ground and only felt angrier. Camilo had been so 
excited to help the family and get to know his primas. And then this bastard went and ruined 
his day. 


She didn’t doubt that Camilo had blamed himself for the ruined bouquet and she wanted to 
shove the flowers down Manuel’s throat in retaliation. 


She felt her lips curl in satisfaction when he came into sight though. He was clearly frantic as 
he tried to fight free of the plants holding him captive, wide eyes locked on Pepa. 


A fair amount of villagers had always avoided Pepa and she knew why. They were scared of 
her Gift and how her short temper affected it. She’d long since accepted it and never pushed 
the issue. Her Gift could be frightening. 


But now she was thankful for that. 


Because Manuel was one of those people that usually avoided her. The party had been the 
first time she’d spoken to him in years and Dolores had already scared the crap out of him. 


But he made a terrible mistake. He hurt her hija to get at her newest hijo. 


She didn’t know why he thought he’d get away with it. Whether he was going to threaten 
Camilo to keep him quiet or take him away and the possibilities made her blood run cold. 


Pepa had only known Camilo for a few months, but she loved the boy with all her heart. It 
was like he was a missing piece of their family that was always meant to join them. 


The entire family loved him. Pepa loved the glimpses of the enthusiastic and energetic boy 
she kept catching sight of under the anxiety. 


He was her hijo and nothing was going to change that. 
And this bastard had scared him. Planned to hurt him. Planned to do worse. 


He’d already tormented Camilo for years, ignoring his discomfort and obvious signs of 
distress when he pushed too much into his personal space. Ignored the pain he caused when 
he left bruises from too tight grips and then took delight in making Camilo unhappy in any 
way. 


They'd left it for now since they didn’t have any evidence against Manuel. The smart thing 
for the man to do was to stay far away from Camilo. 


She was going to make him regret ever looking in her hijos general direction. 

“Drop him Isa,” she murmured, feeling the hum of the storm just underneath her skin. 
Her sobrina hesitated for a moment before she had the vines release the bastard. 

He immediately started digging his grave even deeper. 


“This is all being blown out of proportion,” he tried frantically. “It’s just a 
misunderstanding.” 


A crash of thunder sounded as Pepa remembered how Camilo had trembled in her arms, the 
fear that had him crying into her dress. 


This would no doubt be a new nightmare for him to suffer through at night. He still hadn’t 
made it through a full week without waking up in a panic. 


And Pepa wanted Manuel to hurt for adding to Camilo’s trauma. 
“You touched mi hijo,” she snarled. “You scared him and tried to do the unspeakable.” 


Lightning struck the ground nearby and Manuel screamed in fear, scrambling back until he 
hit the wall. 


“You made mi hijo cry and you’re going to regret it.” 
“He’s not really your hijo,” he tried to argue. “He’s just a kid that got lucky.” 
Another strike of lightning hit near him, closer this time. 


“Camilo is mi hijo. I love him just as fiercely as I love Dolores and Antonio. He isn’t a 
charity case or a publicity stunt. He is my niño. My baby. I’m the one who has to comfort 
him when he gets worried he did something wrong. I’m the one that has to hold him when a 
nightmare wakes him at night. I’m the one who just had him crying in my arms because of 
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you. 
She stalked forward and he cowered back into the bricks. 


“The only reason Felix isn’t here with me is because we wanted Camilo far away from you,” 
she spat. “Although I’m sure you’ll get a visit from him in your jail cell.” 


Manuel looked away. “I didn’t do anything. They won’t put me in prison. They won’t believe 
the boy over me. I’m too well respected and he’s just a lucky street rat. There’s no evidence.” 


Pepa’s fury hit a new high and thunder crashed again. 


“They’ ll believe me.” 


She glanced back at Isabela who’d just spoken. The nineteen-year-old was glaring at Manuel, 
looking just as angry as Pepa felt. 
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“They might not believe the so-called ‘street rat’,” she spat the words out in disgust. “But 
they’ ll believe me. And what I saw was enough.” There were plants writhing at her feet. Pepa 
didn’t think she’d ever seen Isabela so angry. “You were going to force yourself on my primo 
and they’ Il all believe me when I tell them that.” 


Manuel looked sick. Because Isabela was right. 


As much as it infuriated Pepa that the village would believe Manuel over Camilo, even after 
everything that had happened, they’d believe Isabela in a heartbeat. The Madrigal golden 
child. No one would question anything she claimed. 


Manuel wasn’t getting out of a jail cell. 
But it wasn’t enough. 


Pepa glared at this man who had made Camilo’s life even more difficult when he’d already 
been going through enough. At this monster who thought he could do that to any niño. 


Jail wasn’t enough. 


“You thought you could touch mi hijo and get away with it,” she whispered and they could 
hear the crackle of electricity in the air. “You hurt mi hija to get him alone. What were you 
going to do to keep him quiet about it?” 


Manuel pressed back against the bricks as she glared down at him. 


“Were you going to threaten him? Frighten him even more? Were you going to try and 
gaslight him? Make him believe it was his fault and something to be ashamed of?” 


She leaned down, eyes burning. 

“Were you going to take him away from me to keep hidden and hurt him again?” 
Manuel stared back in fear. 

“Tell me!” her voice cracked like a whip through the air. 

He yelped and ducked his head. 


“He was easy to manipulate,” the words spilled out of him in his fright. “Making him believe 
it was his fault would have been easy. I would have made him enjoy it and that would have 
done it. He’d be riddled with guilt and too ashamed to tell anyone.” 


Pepa’s control on her temper snapped. Camilo was thirteen. He’d already been through hell 
thanks to his parents. His self-esteem was in ruins and his mental state wasn’t the best. 


And this monster wanted to make it worse. Wanted to hurt Camilo in this way and then make 
it even worse by twisting him up to believe that it was his fault, that it was something he 
should be ashamed of. 


The lightning struck with a heat and intensity that she hadn’t felt before, but she didn’t flinch 
away from it. 


Manuel screamed at the surge of electricity but it wouldn’t kill him. 
That would be the easy way out of him. 


The pathetic excuse for a human being lay on the ground, gasping for air and twitching. Pepa 
knelt next to him and grabbed his chin in her fingers, roughly twisting his head to the side so 
he was looking at her again. His eyes were wide with fear as she leaned down to whisper to 
him. 


“If you ever come near mi hijo again, if you ever even look at him, if I suspect you’re even 
thinking about him, that strike of lightning will feel like static in comparison to what I will do 
to you.” 


She maintained eye contact, taking note of the raw terror in his eyes. 
“Do you understand?” she bit out. 

He frantically nodded his head and she let go and stood up. 

“Don’t come near my family again.” 


He shook at her feet and Pepa looked up as Isabela came closer. She shouldn’t have done that 
in front of the girl. She hoped she hadn’t frightened- 


Manuel let out a choked scream as Isabela’s lovely pink shoes made contact with his family 
jewels and Pepa blinked at her in surprise. 


“If you come near Cami again, I’ll take Tia s leftovers and use you as fertiliser,” she spat out 
and Manuel groaned. 


Pepa let out a light chuckle and drew Isabela back a bit, away from the downed man. 


They both looked up at the sound of voices and Pepa sighed. She just wanted to see her 
ninos, not deal with the villagers to explain exactly why Manuel had been on the receiving 
end of her lightning. 


Isabela put a hand on her arm to get her attention. 
“Go Tia. Cami needs you more right now. I'll explain everything to them.” 


Pepa gave her a grateful smile and pressed a kiss to her forehead before she hurriedly left. 
Now that Manuel was taken care of, she wanted nothing more than to have Camilo back in 
her arms. 


She didn’t pay the crowd any attention as she pushed through them, ignoring their questions. 
She caught sight of her mama but Isabela would deal with her. 


The trip up to Casita seemed to take forever and she quickly followed her house’s prompts up 
to her room. 


Pepa finally let herself relax when she saw her hijo curled up with Felix on the bed. An 
empty mug of hot chocolate sat on the bedside table and Camilo looked half asleep already. 


She met Felix’s gaze and gave him a grim smile, getting a nod in return. He’d want the 
details later, but for now they both had a different priority. 


Pepa carefully climbed up next to them and smiled when Camilo let out a quiet grumble at 
the slight jostling. 


Sleepy eyes blinked up at her as she settled beside him, fingers running through his curls. 
“Everything will be okay now Cami,” she murmured. 


She smiled when Camilo shifted so that his head ended up in her lap and continued petting 
his hair. Felix chuckled and moved to wrap an arm around her shoulders. 


“Such a mamá s boy,” he whispered and Pepa only smiled wider. She was thrilled by the 
bond she was forming with Camilo and even though Felix pouted, she knew he was happy 
about it too. 


“Sleep mijo,” she whispered as Camilo’s eyes started sliding shut. ““We’re not going 
anywhere.” 


The teenager hummed quietly and moments later he went properly limp as he slipped into 
sleep. They were both quiet for a few minutes, just watching their hijo sleep, before Felix 
spoke quietly. 


“Manuel?” 
Pepa smirked. “Roasted.” 
Her husband pressed a kiss to her cheek. 


“Isabela is making sure he’s on his way to prison.” She let her head fall on his shoulder but 
didn’t look away from Camilo. 


“Good,” Felix muttered. 
Pepa hummed and brushed her fingers over Camilo’s cheek. 


She was tired of people hurting her baby. And the village better take this as the warning it 
was. She wouldn't tolerate anyone upsetting or hurting any of her niños. 


Felix slipped away briefly to check on Dolores while Pepa stayed with Camilo. Thankfully, 
Antonio was with Agustin today. 


Camilo shifted and pressed closer in his sleep and Pepa smiled. 


The next idiot to upset her hijo was learning what it felt like to be a lightning rod. She was 
done with them believing Camilo was somehow less than them due to his upbringing. 


That was going to change. Whether the village liked it or not. 


Mistakes 


Pepa watched her family fondly. Camilo was animatedly telling Antonio a story and the little 
boy was staring up at his hermano with wide eyes as the teenager spun a dramatic tale for 
him. Antonio adored his new hermano and Camilo returned that love just as strongly. He 
never got irritated or tired of entertaining his hermanito. 


They were all enjoying a surprise off day. One that her mama had suggested, to their shock. 
No one had said anything, too excited to enjoy a relaxing day to question it. 


Julieta had taken her family out for a picnic, probably a good thing for Isabela. She'd been 
wound up since what happened with Manuel. It had been a few days since she'd saved 
Camilo and he was only just returning to his usual behaviour. 


Up until now, he'd been clingy with Pepa and Felix again. 


Pepa was relieved to see him going back to how he was before Manuel's stunt. He still 
checked that they were close often but he didn't have a problem moving away from their side 
now. 


Pepa's smile widened as Camilo squeaked when Felix swept him up from behind 
unexpectedly. Dolores looked up from her book and smiled softly as well as Felix began to 
tickle Camilo, Antonio eagerly joining in. 


Poor boy was very ticklish and Felix often surprised him with tickle attacks. 


Camilo loved the games even if he laughed so hard he cried. He was usually giggling for 
twenty minutes afterwards much to their amusement. 


It saddened her whenever he looked fascinated with something new they did with him. 
Games and pillow fights and tickling were all new to him. 


The only games he'd played before were with the niños he used to babysit. 
Pepa looked up at her mamá when she stopped beside her. 
“Mind if I join you?” 


She blinked in surprise before gesturing at the seat. She hadn’t really seen her mama much 
over the last few days between how much of her time was taken up by Camilo and how busy 
Abuela was with dealing with Manuel’s mess. 


She hadn’t seen her mama that livid in a long time. She’d been spitting mad after returning to 
Casita with Isabela. Poor Isa had been doing her best to keep her Abuela calm after she 
apparently ripped into Manuel for touching her nieto. 


It made Pepa’s heart warm to know that her mama was taking this adoption seriously. She 
hadn’t really been able to read her regarding the entire thing. She knew her mama hated child 
abuse, usually stepping in very quickly when people got physical with anyone under 
eighteen. 


The few times an adult had laid a hand on Bruno when they were younger had resulted in 
their mama losing it on whoever did it. 


But Pepa hadn’t known if the Madrigal matriarch had fully accepted Camilo as her own 
nieto. It was a relief to find out that she did. And she’d brought the full might of her influence 
down on Manuel’s head. 


He was never getting out of jail. The only reason he hadn’t been exiled instead was because 
Abuela had rightly pointed out that he was a threat to all children. 


They couldn’t just turn him loose on the unsuspecting world beyond the Encanto. 
“How’s he doing?” 


Her question broke Pepa out of her thoughts and she smiled softly as she looked back at her 
husband and hijos. 


Camilo was sprawled over Felix, panting and giggling, while Antonio clambered over him 
excitedly. 


“Better,” she assured. “He still doesn’t want to be away from us, but he’s getting better.” she 
hesitated. “His nightmares got worse though.” 


They’d been up every night so far, Casita waking them up when Camilo’s nightmares got 
bad. Pepa suspected that Dolores was sleeping with her door open now as well. Pepa and 
Felix had found her already with Camilo for a couple of nights now. 


She’d been horrified and devastated when she heard what had happened. She’d stuck close to 
Camilo for the entirety of the day after, randomly pulling him into hugs. She still wasn’t far 
from him usually. It had taken a long talk for them to get her to listen when they told her that 
it wasn’t her fault. It was Manuel’s for hurting both of them. 


Her mama sighed, drawing Pepa’s attention again. 


“I cannot believe that we had people like that in the Encanto,” she murmured. “They were all 
well-respected by the villagers.” 


Pepa looked back at Camilo to see that Antonio had squirmed his way into his hermano 5 lap 
and Felix was now telling them a story of some kind. 


How had no one ever noticed? Not a single person in this village except... Pepa bit her lip. 


“We think Bruno knew,” she whispered and her mamá 5 head snapped to the side in shock. 
Pepa continued before ‘we don’t talk about Bruno’ made an appearance. “Camilo said that a 
man helped him after he broke his arm when he was five. A man in a green ruana gave him 


Juli’s food and promised Cami that things would get better.” She closed her eyes. “He 
apologised for not being able to help because... no one would believe him if he tried to tell 
anyone. That him interfering would make things worse.” 


She didn’t look at her mama as she gasped in shock, staring at her hijo instead. “He didn’t 
think we’d believe him...” She whispered. 


“Dios mio...” 


They sat in silence for a moment, both watching Camilo tentatively learn how to play- 
wrestle. He’d watched Antonio do it with Felix many times but hardly had a good experience 
with anything physical. The fact that he was trusting Felix enough to try warmed Pepa’s 
heart. 


Felix would never hurt him and it was a joy to see him realise that his trust was being 
rewarded. 


Watching him reminded Pepa of something she’d been meaning to ask her mamá. She braced 
herself and turned to look at her. 


“Mamá, ” she started, not really sure how this would go. She waited until her mama was 
looking at her before she continued. “Camilo’s birthday is in three months.” 


Birthdays were difficult in the family. Abuela didn’t want them to miss too much work so the 
general plan was an evening party for the family member. However, the younger niños 
generally got the entire day off because of their age. 


“Camilo’s never had a proper birthday mamá,” she explained. “He’s never even been wished 
Happy Birthday let alone had a party or presents. And he’s always worked on his birthday. I 
don't want this year to be the same. I want him to have a proper birthday where he can have 
fun. With his family.” 


She wanted him to have the birthday that all of them had when they were younger. That 
Antonio still got. And she would fight for it if her mama argued. 


Camilo deserved a proper birthday. 
Her mama sighed and Pepa braced herself. 


“Pepa...” she looked back at Camilo and Pepa couldn’t help following her gaze to find that 
Camilo and Antonio had teamed up to knock Felix over. He was smiling and laughing and it 
made Pepa so happy to see. “I’ve made many mistakes, haven’t I?” 


Her gaze snapped back to her mama in shock, but she continued to watch her nietos and 
Felix. 


“I thought I was doing the right thing for many years but...” she shook her head, looking 
frustrated. “Such severe child abuse that no one noticed? A village that actively took 
advantage of a niño without wondering why he was working so much in the first place, when 
his parents seemed well off? I understand how we didn’t see anything. He hardly ever entered 


the busier parts of town from what I’ve heard. But for no villager he’s helped to notice that 
something was wrong?” 


Pepa looked down at her hands. It still bothered her. Camilo had been in worn clothes and 
was on the too-thin side. And he’d worked dawn until ten at night. But not a single villager 
thought it was a red flag? None of the villagers who had him babysit for them regularly or 
help with other chores? 


How didn’t they notice? How did they miss the flinches at loud noises or sudden contact? 
How did they miss the almost desperate way he looked for jobs during the day? 


There was a nino that needed help for years. And all they’d done was ignore him or take 
advantage of him by underpaying him. 


“And now when the truth was revealed,” her mama continued quietly. “They still try and 
continue on like normal. They still want to use him as they did before, and treat him the 
same. They don’t want to accept that he has been taken into our family. And then they still 
don’t see when he needs help, even right under their noses.” She shook her head. “They 
allowed people like Ricardo and Valeria, like Manuel, to thrive. Because it was easier. 
Because we were busy elsewhere.” 


She closed her eyes briefly. 
“And they still wish to deny the problem. Claiming that it wasn’t as bad as Camilo has said.” 


Pepa clenched her hands. That was the only reason those bastard parents of his were only in 
jail for two years. The village had doubted it was as bad as it seemed but they couldn’t 
dismiss it since it was the Madrigals who were pushing. 


So those two got two years for making Camilo’s life hell for thirteen... 


“If Isabela hadn’t been the one to catch Manuel, I don’t know if the village would have 
accepted the harsh punishment he received. If no one had caught him... I don’t know if the 
village would have believed Camilo at all if he did say anything.” 


There was a rumble of thunder and Camilo looked up at her even before Felix did, both 
looking concerned. She smiled tightly and waved them off, focusing on what her mama was 
saying. 


She was mildly surprised that she hadn’t scolded Pepa for the slip with the weather. 


“If they refused to believe him, it wouldn’t have stopped me from making sure he never 
touched Camilo again,” Pepa murmured. 


Her mama nodded. “As is right. You are his mamá. I don't know why the village cannot 
understand that love has always been stronger than blood.” 


“It’s the magic,” Pepa sighed. 


Her mama nodded. “It is.” She looked out the window now, at the clouds gathering above 
them in the sky. “I thought I was doing the right thing. And instead, I have enabled a village 
that chooses blissful ignorance over doing the right thing. People that will ignore a problem 
because it’s inconvenient. Who will side with the villains because it’s easier. Who won’t treat 
Camilo as a Madrigal because they don’t like it.” 


Pepa had never seen her look this disturbed and upset before. 


“I have let it get so bad that my own hijo thought he couldn’t tell me about a niño being 
abused, because he feared I wouldn’t believe him.” She looked back at Pepa. “I’ve behaved 
in a way that my own hija fully believes that I won’t allow my nieto to experience the 
birthday he’s always been denied.” 


Pepa automatically reached out to take her mamá 5 hand in comfort, although she didn’t say 
anything. 


“I wanted a safe place for our family. A happy place. But instead, I find our Encanto filled 
with people happy to ignore suffering and a family that believes that I will always put the 
village above them. And I realise that I’ve done just that far too many times in the past.” 


She rested her free hand over Pepa’s. 
“Things need to change mija.” 
Pepa inhaled sharply and her mama looked at her. 


“I will not have my family helping people that enabled abuse like this. The village cannot be 
allowed to continue on in blissful ignorance. It’s dangerous. If they would believe a monster 
like Manuel over a frightened niño... I don’t know if they’re much better than the people who 
took our old home.” 


There was a beat of silence for a moment before she sighed again and looked at Pepa with a 
small smile. 


“I’m sure you'll be able to help me wake them up Pepa?” 


Pepa couldn’t help the wicked smile that broke over her face and her mama chuckled at the 
sight. 


“As for the birthday, it better be quite the fiesta. It’s an important celebration after all. It’s not 
every day that I get a new nieto.” 


Pepa pulled her mama into a hug. 
“Gracias,” she whispered. “For accepting him.” 


Her mama rubbed her back gently. “You love him Pepa. I can see it. He’s been your hijo for 
longer than he realises.” 


Pepa pulled back and gave her a bright smile, the clouds clearing away outside. Her mama 
looked back to the group still playing and called out to them. 


“Camilo.” 


The boy immediately looked up, still seeming vaguely surprised to hear his name even now. 
She gestured him over and he hesitated a beat before standing up and moving over to them. 


“Sí?” he asked nervously. He hadn’t really been around his new Abuela much yet. She was 
usually busy with the village. 


“With everything that’s been happening, I’ve neglected something very important regarding 
being in the Madrigal family.” 


Camilo looked nervous but Abuela only smiled slightly. She gestured for him to sit and it was 
only moments later that Antonio was squirming his way onto his lap. Felix came to stand 
next to the couch by Pepa, looking curious. 


“It’s a very important story,” Abuela said as Camilo watched her with wide eyes and Pepa 
covered her mouth when she realised what her mama had meant. 


“This is the story of your Abuelo.” 


Love 


Camilo had always wondered what it was like to be loved. 


He’d seen it often with the niños in the village. Their parents and siblings loved them. Their 
friends loved them. Tios and Tias, Abuelos and Abuelas. They all loved them. 


Camilo had been an only child, often told that he’d been an accident in the first place. 
Unwanted from the start. He had no grandparents as they’d died years before. His so-called 
Tios took pleasure in upsetting him or making him uncomfortable. 


And his parents loved nothing more than to hurt him or use him as a source of income. 


So he’d often found himself wondering at night, usually in the shed, what it was like to be 
loved. Even by just one person. 


And now he suddenly found himself drowning in it. Because his new family wasn’t shy to 
show that they cared. 


They didn’t ignore him. They greeted him and made an effort to learn what he liked and 
disliked. There was constant contact in the house between everyone and he’d been included 
in that from the start. People reached out to ruffle his hair or pat him on the back. He got hugs 
and kisses on the cheeks and forehead. 


They smiled when they saw him. They checked on him if he seemed down or upset. 
They... cared. All of them. 


Isabela kept an eye on him in the village and when he was helping her, she flat out refused to 
leave him to help another villager. She also made him take breaks and reminded him a lot of 
Dolores now. She’d even developed a habit of tucking a flower in his hair whenever she saw 
him. Part of him wondered if it was a reminder or warning to the villagers since their eyes 
darted to it often. 


Luisa would pause whatever she was doing when she saw him to talk or play or something 
before going back to her work. He had to admit that it was more exhilarating than scary when 
she tossed him up in the air since she’d never once dropped him. 


Mirabel practically latched onto him when she spotted him and more often than not dragged 
him away from work to play or show him something. And none of the family complained. 
Instead, they smiled fondly while the villagers got frustrated. Camilo had noticed that the 
people weren’t as nice to Mirabel as they were to the rest of the family, just because she 
didn’t have a Gift. He didn’t think that was very fair. She was great and always managed to 
make him laugh. 


His Tia always stopped him to press a kiss to his cheek and some kind of food into his hand. 
His Tio always greeted him and asked how him he was doing. 


Dolores seemed to pop out of nowhere and drag him off to do something together. Sometimes 
it was a walk, sometimes they had a meal together and sometimes she took him shopping. 
They were always fun though. 


Even little Antonio pounced on him the moment he was in sight and Dolores teasingly 
complained that he was the favourite sibling now. 


Everything they did made Camilo feel special. 
Even his new Abuela. 


In the beginning, she’d scared him. She was just so serious and always in control. But ever 
since she’d told him that story, which was amazing, it had felt different. He’d known his new 
family loved him, but since discovering that Alma Madrigal herself considered him her nieto. 
That she let him call Pedro Madrigal, the man who created the Encanto itself, his Abuelo... 


That made it all seem so much more real now. He really was a Madrigal. And his... his 
Abuela smiled at him and spoke to him kindly. 


Things seemed kind of different in general in the house actually. There were suddenly more 
days off than before for anyone under eighteen. And the adults weren’t rushing off at the 
villagers’ call anymore. They told the villagers to wait now. 


If Dolores was with Camilo and someone came up with a long list of questions for her, she 
asked if it was urgent and if it wasn’t, told them to find her later since she was busy. 


When Isabela took him out for lunch, she told people that it was her day off when they 
wanted her to help them with their gardens. She also kept any conversations short since she 
was ‘having a day with her primo’. 


It only made Camilo feel more special. He wondered what had changed? Because the family 
was treating the village differently now. Most of them seemed annoyed with the villagers. 


But he didn’t want to upset anyone so he hadn’t asked. 


He couldn’t help being curious though. And that kept bubbling up until one night with his 
parents. It had been a bad nightmare of Manuel again so they’d taken him to their room to 
calm him down. He never felt safer than when he was snuggled between his parents. 


So he finally built up the courage to ask, still a little rattled by the nightmare. 
“Mami?” 


She hummed to show she was listening, fingers still sliding through his hair gently. His papi 
was reading but he could hear him pause to listen as well. 


“Why... why is everyone being... different with the villagers?” It was always difficult for 
him to talk after a really bad nightmare. But he really did want to know. 


His mami hummed again and he was glad she didn’t stop playing with his hair. The touch 
grounded him and calmed him down. 


“Well, we all realised, including your Abuela, that the village was kind of filled with jerks.” 
Camilo blinked in surprise and turned his head enough to peer up at her from behind his hair. 


“And we’ve been enabling them, letting them get away with it for too long. So we’re all 
changing that.” 


“Oh...” 
“We’re also angry with them,” his papi added softly. 
Camilo tilted his head in confusion. 


“They could have helped you Cami. If they’d just opened their eyes. But they didn’t want to. 
Because it was easier not to see.” 


They were... mad? At the whole village? For him? Because the village ignored him and his 
problems while they'd seen it after only one or two meetings. 


He swallowed hard and twisted his head to hide his face in the blanket again. 
“Cami?” his mami sounded a bit worried. 
“You love me,” he whispered. 


“Of course we do mi sol,” his mami cooed and he felt his papi put a hand on his shoulder. 
“We love you so much.” 


He sniffled, hiding his tears in the blanket as well. 
“Why did no one ever love me before? Or... or even like me?” he choked out. 


“Oh baby...” his mami pulled him up so he was curled against her, face pressed into her 
nightdress now. “Because they were stupid, blind people who don’t know what they missed." 


He hiccupped. “Parents are supposed t-to love their kids.” 


“Those people were bad parents Cami. They didn’t deserve you,” his papi murmured, 
rubbing his back. 


The words just tumbled out of him. He hadn’t known how to tell anyone, hadn’t even known 
what to say. But it had been weighing on him since what happened with Manuel. 


“He said they gave him permission,” he whispered. 
His mami gave a questioning hum. 


“Them,” he curled up closer. “They said Manuel could have me. F-for money.” 


His mami s hug tightened in her shock and his papi gasped. 


“Why’d they hate me so much?” he cried. “I know- I know they didn’t want kids. I was- I 
was an accident. I wasn’t- they didn’t want me. From the start. But why did they hate me so 
much? What did I do wrong?” 


He was pulled up so that his head was tucked under his mami's chin as she soothed him. 


"Camilo Madrigal," she said seriously. "You did nothing wrong. Nothing. Those people were 
wrong. There is absolutely no reason for what they did to you. Not even if you were the worst 
behaved niño ever. You have the right to food and shelter. A right to feel safe. There is 
nothing any nino could do to justify what they did. Nothing." 


"And what they did, with Manuel," his papi spoke up softly. "That is beyond unforgivable. 
Cami, those people are disgusting and wrong. They never deserved you. You are a kind, 
sweet boy. You behave better than even Dolores did, which is saying something." 


He pulled both of them into a hug since mami was still holding him tightly. 


"Mijo, no one has the right to ever make you feel unsafe. Those people are monsters after 
what they did. Okay?" 


Camilo nodded slightly into his mami's neck. 


“If they didn’t want to be parents, they could have given you to a family that did want a 
niño, ” his mami added quietly. “They shouldn’t have taken it out on you. Do you hear me? 
You were innocent in all of this. Nothing, absolutely nothing you could have done, would 
have justified what they did.” 


He sniffled quietly as she pressed a kiss into his hair. 
“I wish you were my parents from the start...” he whispered. 


“Us too mijo,” his papi murmured. “But you’re ours now. And nothing is going to change 
that. We love you to pieces, okay?” 


He nodded a little again as his papi continued to rub his back soothingly. 


“I love you too,” he mumbled, feeling drained now after the emotional outburst on top of his 
nightmare. 


“Do you want to try and get some sleep, Cami?” his mami asked gently. 


He hummed softly and didn’t protest when she shifted him so that he was lying down 
between them again, still tucked close. She continued running her fingers through his hair 
and Camilo was rapidly falling asleep. But he did catch a bit of the conversation his parents 
started having as he dozed off. 


“Felix?” 


“Hmm?” 
“I’m going to kill them.” 
“PI help.” 


Camilo smiled to himself and relaxed. It was silly to worry about those people now. Because 
he was with a real family now. 


And they loved him. 


How Do You ‘Birthday’? 


Camilo sat on his bed in shock as Casita was abuzz with activity. Everyone was busy 
decorating for the party. 


Camilo's party. For his birthday. 
He was getting a birthday party. 


He could still vividly remember when his parents sat him down a couple of months ago to 
talk about it. 


Camilo couldn t help being nervous as he sat on his bed. His parents had asked to speak to 
him for a few minutes in his room and his mind had immediately jumped to what he could 
have done wrong. 


But they’d both been smiling and seemed excited about whatever it was. And he trusted them. 
So it couldnt be bad. 


His mami took his hands once they’d sat on either side of him and her warm smile calmed 
him down a bit more. 


“Cami, it’s your birthday in two months,” she started. 


He blinked in surprise. “It is?” It took him a moment too long to remember when his birthday 
was before he could nod in agreement. There was a flash of unhappiness across his mami’s 
face but it was gone quickly. 


“Well, we wanted to throw you a birthday party but we want to know what you’d like first.” 
Camilo s jaw dropped. “A birthday party?” 

His parents nodded excitedly. 

“I-I never- I’ve never had one before...” he whispered. 

The idea of an entire party just for him? It was hard to imagine. 


“We want to fix that mijo,” papi said softly. “You deserve a party. You deserve a good 
birthday.” 


Camilo ducked his head automatically but let his mami nudge his chin up again with gentle 
fingers. 


“You deserve everything good in this world,” she murmured. “Do you want a birthday 
party?” 


Camilo nodded hesitantly after a moment. He’d had a lot of fun at the party he'd gone to last 
time and he’d heard other kids talking about how amazing their birthdays had been. 


He wanted to see what it was like to have a birthday around people who cared. 

His parents grinned at his response. 

“Biggest fiesta of the year, ” papi promised and Camilo couldn t help a small smile. 
A birthday party... 


He’d bet birthdays were awesome when you were a Madrigal. 


Camilo was startled from his thoughts when there was a quiet knock on his door. He was 
pretty sure it was Dolores. 


“Come in,” he murmured. 


His hermana slipped through the door and closed it quietly behind her. She gave him a warm 
smile and he relaxed a little. She was already dressed and ready for the party. 


And he just... wasn’t. 
“Are you okay?” she asked softly. 


Camilo stared back anxiously. “I don’t know what to do,” he admitted. “I don’t- what am I 
supposed to wear? And-and how do I act?” 


He looked up at her as she took his hands in hers. 


“T don’t know how to have a birthday,” he said quietly, gaze dropping to her hands. She’d 
even redone her nails for today. 


He hadn’t even been able to leave his room, too anxious over what he was supposed to do. 
His parents had told him that he could sleep in late since it was his birthday. And he had. But 
when he got up, all his worries crashed back on him and he could only listen to the sounds of 
activity all over the house while he stressed. 


Dolores gave him a gentle smile. 


“There isn’t one specific way to enjoy your birthday,” she told him softly, moving to sit next 
to him. He automatically leaned against her when she tugged him a little closer. “When it’s 
my birthday, I like to have quiet time to myself most of the day before the party. But Mirabel 
is up at the crack of dawn talking to people. Mama likes to sleep in until noon when she can 
get away with it and papa dances all day on his. The most important thing about your 
birthday is that you’re happy. We want you to do whatever makes you happy.” 


He blinked up at her. Whatever made him happy? 


“My-” he ducked his head into her shoulder, feeling a bit embarrassed. “My family makes me 
happy.” 


“Do you want to spend time with us today?” she asked kindly and he nodded against her 
shoulder. “Okay. Everyone’s going to be thrilled about that. Antonio was whining about not 
seeing his favourite hermano yet.” 


Camilo giggled a little and she pressed a kiss into his hair. 
“So how about we get you ready for your big day?” 


He sat up straight again and nodded, letting her pull him to his feet. He still didn’t know what 
to wear to a party. He hadn’t picked his clothes for the last party after all and the ones... she 
picked were awful and uncomfortable. 


“Definitely this,” Dolores tapped his ruana where it was hanging over his chair and he 
grinned. He’d hoped he could wear it. He wore it almost every day except when it was in the 
wash. 


She opened his wardrobe and hummed softly as she looked through the clothes. 


“What about this?” she asked and he felt relieved at the sight of the simple white button- 
down and brown pants. They were simple but comfortable. 


When he nodded again, she pressed the clothes into his hands and shooed him into the 
bathroom to change and get ready. Thankfully she helped him with his hair. He was still 
learning to take care of it properly and Dolores was the best at dealing with his usually messy 
hair. 


She helped him pull his ruana on and steered him over to the mirror. 
“Acceptable?” she teased lightly. 


Camilo could still hardly believe that was him in the mirror. He’d put on some weight so he 
didn’t look so thin anymore. His hair was springy and soft-looking. His clothes all fit and 
weren’t worn and old. 


He looked so different from before the Madrigals took him in. 
“Si,” he murmured, feeling shy all of a sudden. 

She dropped a kiss into his hair and smiled at him in the mirror. 
“Happy birthday Milo.” 

He jolted a little at the new nickname before smiling back. 
“Gracias.” 


She turned him around to face her, still smiling. 


“Remember. This is your birthday. It’s about you being happy and having fun. Okay?” 


He nodded again. It was his birthday. His day. Where he got hugs and attention and birthday 
wishes. 


He suddenly leaned forward and hugged his hermana, smiling when she squeaked in 
surprise. 


“That’s the first time I got wished ‘happy birthday’,” he murmured. 
She wrapped her arms around him in return, rubbing his back absently. 


“You're going to be a little sick of it by the end of today,” she teased lightly and he huffed out 
a laugh. 


He doubted it. 

She pulled back enough to cup his cheek and smiled sadly. 

“You deserve a brilliant birthday Milo. I’m sorry it’s taken so long to give you one.” 
He leaned into the contact automatically. 

“Love you, Dolores,” he whispered shyly and her smile widened. 

“T love you too Milo. Mi hermanito.” 

He huffed softly. “I’m fourteen.” 


“And you'll always be mi hermanito,” she pressed a kiss to his forehead. “You are so special 
Milo. And we’re so lucky to have you in our family.” 


Camilo was pretty sure he was the lucky one but he didn’t argue with her as she pulled him 
into another hug. 


He really liked all the hugs and kisses he got from his new family. 
“Ready?” she asked softly and he took a deep breath before nodding. 


She took his hand and led him towards the door and out into Casita. Moments later, Camilo 
was swept up in a surprise hug and he smelt rain and sunshine. 


“Happy birthday mi sol,” mami whispered and Camilo smiled. 


It was already the best birthday he’d ever had. 


Birthday Party 


The last time Camilo had attended a Madrigal party, he’d been in pain and trapped under the 
watchful eye of his ex-parents and Manuel until his new mami had stolen him away to dance 
and have fun. 


This time, he walked into the courtyard with his parents, in comfortable clothes and free to 
have as much fun as he liked. 


He was still terrified. 


The villagers kept looking at him with disbelief in their eyes. They were still struggling to 
accept that he’d actually been properly adopted into the Madrigal family. They were all 
enjoying the party but whenever they caught sight of him, that now familiar disbelief always 
made an appearance. 


It always made a bit of doubt enter his mind. Because it was unbelievable that he got taken in 
by this amazing family. 


But then one of his new family would smile at him or pat him on the back or grab his hand. 
And the doubt would go away. 


Because as unbelievable as it seemed... they loved him. And he adored them all for giving 
him a life he could actually enjoy. 


He’d been wished all day by his family, getting hugs and kisses and so much attention it was 
almost overwhelming. Antonio had latched onto him early and followed him everywhere as 
he chattered excitedly about the party. 


And now here it was. A whole party that seemed even bigger than the first one he’d been to. 
Just for him. For his birthday. 
“Ready to have some fun mijo?” papi asked with a grin and Camilo returned it excitedly. 


He couldn’t help but laugh as his mami swept him off straight to the dancefloor but he didn’t 
fight it. He’d had a lot of dance lessons by now and he wanted to prove that he’d been paying 
attention. 


It was a lot better than last time. He felt like he knew what he was doing and was a lot more 
confident while dancing. Of course, he wasn’t at his parents’ level. Or Dolores’. But he was a 
lot better and found that he really loved being on the dancefloor with his family again. 


Everyone stole him away for at least one dance. Even Luisa who wasn’t as much of a fan of 
the dancefloor as the rest of them. Camilo even got a dance from Abuela who complimented 
him on his improvement. 


He was practically glowing when Mirabel inevitably spun him out of the crowd again. Luisa 
caught him with a chuckle. 


“This feels familiar,” she teased and he giggled, clinging to her arm as the room spun. 


She helped him to a chair to sit down for a bit. Despite his energy levels skyrocketing after 
getting regular food since he got adopted, he still tired faster than the rest of the family. Tia 
Julieta said it was normal since his body was still recovering from the years of malnutrition. 


So Camilo took a moment to breathe, watching the family take over the dancefloor as usual. 
They looked like they were having so much fun and it made a smile tug at his lips. 


He liked seeing them happy and carefree. Despite them cutting down on work a lot, they still 
got pretty stressed. He knew the villagers were still pressuring Luisa and his mami in 
particular. He hated seeing them looking guilty or upset when they came back from the 
village. 


A small commotion in the corner caught his attention, dragging him away from his thoughts. 
He’d grown up needing to be observant in case someone near him lashed out, so he was 
pretty good at noticing subtle things. 


So he saw the group of kids his age boxing Mirabel into the corner and the anxious and upset 
expression on her face. 


He was on his feet and moving before he’d really thought it through. As much as he hated 
confrontation since it never ended well for him before, no one should ever bother Mirabel. 
She was probably the nicest person Camilo had ever met, always cheerful and pouncing on 
him in a hug. 


She was his best friend, the pair having grown closer over the last three months. And he 
hated seeing her upset. He could already guess what was happening and he was proven right 
when he got close enough to hear. 


“Guess you don’t feel so lonely now that there’s another useless Madrigal,” one of the girls 
sneered and Camilo’s blood boiled. He didn’t care if they said stuff about him. He was used 
to that. But not to Mira. 


“Cami’s not useless,” Mirabel argued, upset. 


“What could either of you do? No magic and no Gift. At least he’s got an excuse. You were 
just rejected by your own family’s magic. Not good enough,” a boy taunted. 


Mirabel bit her lip and Camilo recognised the sheen of tears in her eyes. He quickly pushed 
his way through the group and stood between them and his prima. 


“Leave her alone!” 


The group’s surprise quickly turned to rolling eyes. 


“Yeah? Or what street rat?” the first girl sneered and he had to hide the flinch that came at the 
familiar insult. “Enjoying the pity party the real Madrigals are throwing you?” 


That made him scoff. If there was one thing he’d grown secure in lately, it was the fact that 
this wasn’t pity. His parents genuinely loved him and treated him the same as Dolores and 
Antonio. His hermana was literally always there if he needed her. 


Which he was reminded of when he flicked his eyes past the group to meet her worried gaze. 
She was standing with Isabela and he knew the moment she thought he was upset, she’d be 
over here with his prima and making these kids regret everything. 


That clear care from his family was what let him shrug off their words which would have hit 
their mark a couple of months ago. 


They were literally throwing him a huge birthday party. With his favourite music and food, a 
massive cake they were preparing to serve later that was his favourite flavour and yellow 
decorations were strung up everywhere. Not because it was his family's colour, but because it 
was his favourite colour. There were even little chameleons painted on some of the 
decorations. 


This entire party was tailored to him which was overwhelming and enough to make him want 
to cry over the sheer effort and thought put into it. 


“Tf you still think it’s pity then you’re either stupid or blind. Or both,” he snapped back, 
making them reel back in shock. 


Camilo crossed his arms so he didn't fidget anxiously as he felt Mirabel grab the back of his 
ruana nervously. 


“And just leave Mirabel alone. So what if she doesn’t have a Gift? Neither do you. Your 
entire argument makes no sense. She’s still a thousand times more special than you are. She’s 
an amazing person and you’re just a bunch of sad bullies who apparently don’t have anything 
better to do than make people miserable.” 


He had no idea where the confidence or words were coming from, but he was tired of seeing 
the sad look in Mirabel’s eyes when someone did this to her. When they treated her as less 
because she didn’t have some magical Gift. 


The people in front of him glared and tensed up, making his anxiety rise. He still hated 
confrontation. Had been hurt too many times when other people got angry with him. 


But he was in Casita and surrounded by his family. 


They’d proven multiple times now that he was safe with them. He didn’t need to be afraid 
when he was around his family. 


“You think some street rat can talk to us like that?” one of the boys demanded, taking a step 
forward. 


Camilo tensed up automatically but stood his ground. 


“When you’re treating my prima badly at my birthday party, yeah I can,” he shot back. 
One of them scoffed. “She’s not your prima.” 


“She is,” he bit back immediately. “All of them are my family whether you like it or not. And 
Mira’s also my best friend so back off.” 


Mirabel had to notice how tense he grew as one of the boys got close now and he had to fight 
down his instinctive need to cower and apologise. Not here. Not for this. He could feel Casita 
nudge his feet subtly as a reminder that she was there and Mirabel was right at his back, 
hands twisted into the material of his ruana. 


“They just pity you. They’re not really your family,” the boy spat. “They just felt bad for the 
resident street rat.” 


“You going to say that to my mami s face?” Camilo shot back, pleased at the sudden paling of 
the boy’s face. 


He’d already learned that they might be quick to bully him or Mirabel, but they changed their 
tune very quickly when it came to Dolores or Isa or his mami. 


“Can’t do anything without your mami?” he mocked, trying to get control again. “That’s 
pathetic.” 


“No, it just means I’ve got a mami who will help me. And there’s nothing wrong with that.” 
She'd certainly drilled that into his head. It was alright to need help. And she was always 
there when he needed it. 


“What are you? Some kind of mamá 5 boy?” one of them sneered. 


“Sí, I thought that was obvious?” he cocked his head at their confused spluttering. Why 
would he be embarrassed about that? His mami was the best. 


The boy rallied after a moment. “I’Il bet you’re only doing this, hoping that the magic will 
take pity on you on your birthday. That’s probably what this big party is really about.” 


Camilo gave him an incredulous look. 


“Uh, no? I don’t want magic. I’m still getting used to living here. Magic on top of that would 
be way too much.” 


Because as much as he was getting better, he still had bad habits and bad days. He was still a 
people pleaser. Adding a magical Gift on that when he was still learning how to say no? 


The village would take advantage of it in a heartbeat with the whole ‘the magic is for the 
Encanto’ line that still worked on Luisa. 


They blinked at him in shock. 


“You're just saying that cause the Giftless Madrigal is here,” he accused. 


Camilo shook his head though. He really didn’t want a Gift. Even if it was possible for him to 
get one, and he didn’t believe it was. Maybe he’d change his mind when he was older, but 
right now? He knew it wouldn’t help him. It would make things worse. 


“Mirabel is ten times more magical than you,” he snapped. “Cause she’s a nice person and 
you’re just a jerk.” 


That seemed to be too much for the kid as he lurched forward and grabbed Camilo by the 
collar. And despite everything he’d learned, three months wasn’t enough to leave his old 
instincts behind. He still froze up as fear sent his heart thundering and he braced himself for 
the blow as the kid lifted his arm to throw a punch. Mirabel let out an angry protest but a vine 
snagged the boy’s wrist before he could actually hit Camilo. 


“T suggest you let go,” Isabela’s angry voice came from behind the group and the boy 
hurriedly released Camilo’s collar, face pale again. 


Camilo stumbled back but Mirabel steadied him and didn’t comment on the shake in his 
frame. Dolores brushed past the group like they weren’t even there and tugged Camilo close 
in a hug. 


“You should leave,” she threw over her shoulder as she smoothed a hand down Camilo’s 
back, easing the tense muscles. 


“What?!” one of the girls protested in dismay. “You can’t kick us out!” 


Considering it was probably the party of the year, being kicked out was the end of the world 
for teenagers. 


“You just attacked the birthday boy. We most certainly can,” Isabela snapped back 
“He was provoking us!” one of them tried to argue. 

“He was defending Mirabel,” Dolores corrected. “Don’t try and lie to me.” 

They cowered under her sharp look. 


“Which reminds me, stay away from mi hermana or you'll wake up to poison ivy in your 
beds,” Isabela threatened and they stared at her in horror and disbelief. She’d been less 
‘perfect princess’ lately and more ‘protective mama bear' in all honesty. She had very little 
patience when she caught someone guilting Luisa or bothering Camilo. Them bullying 
Mirabel was only poking her protective instincts even more. 

“This is all just pity!” one girl desperately tried to prove herself right. They’d drawn more 
attention now and the rest of the family were moving over with frowns. “You pity the street 
rat and the Giftless Madrigal.” 


Isabela bristled and Dolores looked about to lash out verbally while thunder rumbled which 
meant mami had heard that. But Camilo spoke first. It had been bugging him for a while and 
he was tired of people treating Mirabel like crap. 


“I’m pretty sure she did get a Gift and no one understood it cause it’s magic, so how would 
we know everything about it?” 


The courtyard went dead silent as everyone stared at him and Camilo couldn’t help the flinch 
at all the sudden attention. Dolores subtly twisted to partially hide him from view. 


“What do you mean?” one of the villagers asked in confusion. “She doesn’t have a Gift.” 


“It’s not like she needs a Gift to be special,” he muttered. “She’s got tons of things she’s great 
at that everyone ignores even though no one in the village has any magic.” Dolores’ gentle 
touch reminded him that he was safe so he forced himself to keep going even if he couldn’t 
meet anyone’s eyes. His anxiety must have his heartbeat thundering in his hermana 5 ears. 


“T’d bet Mirabel did get something on her birthday, but no one understood it.” 


Before anyone could argue or protest, Casita flipped her tiles excitedly. It was a familiar sight 
to some of the family and mami 5s jaw dropped as they realised what their house meant in her 
excitement. 


“Casita? Are we about to feel very stupid?” papi asked warily as the tiles rippled happily 
around their feet. 


Camilo leaned forward a bit to look at the floor. 
“Can you show us?” he asked curiously. 


Everything happened very quickly after that. It was like Casita had been waiting for that 
question. The candle up in the window suddenly brightened as Casita’s tiles raced around 
them and up to the stairs. They all watched the trail of rippling tiles until it reached Mirabel’s 
door. 


Which promptly lit up gold as lines began to carve into the surface. Camilo cocked his head 
while everyone gasped and Dolores squeaked, holding him tighter against her chest in shock. 


As the glow died down to a shimmer, they all got a look at what was now carved into 
Mirabel’s door. 


“The magic is really bad at communicating, isn’t it?” Camilo mused as they stared at the 
clear carving of Mirabel holding the candle. 


“Ay dios mio, Pedro you are an idiot...” Abuela groaned. “Everything doesn’t need to be a 
poetic metaphor!” 


“Ohhhhh,” Camilo realised. “No door cause Casita is Mirabel’s.” 


Mirabel promptly fainted. 


Cake and Presents 


Camilo chomped on his vanilla cake while Tia Julieta tried to wake Mirabel after her third 
fainting spell. At least she’d been awake for when he blew out the candles. But then she’d 
looked up at her door again and dropped like a stone. 


Isabela had started laughing after the second time she fainted. Luisa was still panicking and 
worrying over her, but she was fine. Just overwhelmed. 


Papi had escorted the bullies from the party right after everything had happened, not willing 
to have them around for the rest of Camilo’s birthday. They’d all been worried that the party 
was ruined for him, but Camilo was happy. The villagers were walking around in a daze and 
constantly glancing at Mirabel’s door too and he was smug about that. Maybe they’d leave 
her alone now. And Dolores had cuddled him after mami checked him over and whispered 
about how proud she was that he stood up for their prima. 


That just left him feeling all fuzzy and warm. 


The party kicked off again and Camilo got to dance a bit more before they brought out the 
huge vanilla cake. He’d blown out the candles for the first time in his life and everyone had 
told him to make a wish. 


But what could he possibly wish for? He had everything he wanted right here. 


Papi had cut the cake and Camilo had happily started munching on his. His mami had baked 
it even though she didn’t like cooking and it tasted amazing. 


“Are you having fun Cami?” she asked, making him look up at her. He was sitting at a table 
with his parents, Dolores and Antonio while the rest of the family tried to get Mira to stop 
fainting. Antonio had already shoved cake all over his face and papi was trying in vain to 
clean him up. 


Camilo hummed affirmatively as mami reached out to wipe a bit of frosting from his mouth 
and she smiled. 


“The cake’s really good,” he added after swallowing his mouthful. 


She chuckled. “Only on your birthdays,” she told him. “I’m not working in that kitchen for 
anyone but my niños. Your papi likes cooking. I do not.” 


He laughed at her dramatic shudder and she smiled again. 


“It’s been a great party mami,” he assured her when he finished his slice of cake. “It’s... it’s 
amazing.” 


“Only the best for mi hijo,” she said, running her fingers lightly through his hair. “Do you 
want another slice of cake?” 


He was surprised that was an option. “I can have another?” 


Her smile turned sad for a split second. “Of course you can, Cami. It’s your cake, your party. 
Your special day. As long as you don’t make yourself sick, you can eat as much as you want.” 


He gave her a shy smile and nodded. She quickly got up and brought over another slice for 
him which he happily tucked into. 


He didn’t think this night could get better. 
But it did. 


When the guests were eventually gently shooed out, the family gathered in the sitting room 
together and Camilo gaped at the sight of a pile of presents on the table. 


Wait... he got presents too? 


He felt a little numb with shock as he was guided to sit between mami and Dolores while 
papi started handing him the presents. 


“Mine first!” he sing-songed while there were some playful groans and Camilo smiled a 
little. 


He nervously accepted the small present. There were so many brightly wrapped packages and 
it was overwhelming. Opening it up carefully, he grinned when he found a little carved 
chameleon in the box. It was in a different pose to his first one, standing up on its hind legs 
and looking around. 


“You can start a collection,” papi said with a grin and Camilo beamed at him. That sounded 
nice. A little collection of chameleons. It was thrilling that they didn’t think his preference for 
the lizards was silly and they actually encouraged it. His mami had already asked if he 
wanted chameleons on his ruana! 


It was a small, silly thing. But being able to express himself was still new. Being the 
chameleon boy certainly didn’t sound like a bad thing to him. 


He carefully set the new carving down and jumped up to hug his papi who lifted him off his 
feet when he returned the hug. 


“Which one do you want next?” papi asked as Camilo sat back down. 


Still a little nervous, but getting excited, Camilo pointed at a slim one next and Dolores 
clapped her hands so he guessed it was hers. 


He unwrapped the neat yellow paper, they were all wrapped in a shade of yellow, red or 
orange which still made him smile, and found himself holding a book. It had a nice cover and 
looked like it was a storybook instead of the fact book he already had about chameleons. 


“To start filling up your poor bookshelf,” she teased and he turned to hug her. “It’s a pretty 
dramatic story, but I had a feeling you'd like it,” she whispered to him and he smiled at her 


before putting the book down with the carving. 
“Me next!” Antonio pleaded, practically bouncing in his seat by Mirabel. 


Papi chuckled and picked up what looked like a piece of paper with a bow tied around it. 
Camilo smiled widely when he saw what it was. Antonio had painted a picture of the family, 
everyone was clear thanks to the different colours and shapes he'd used. And Camilo was 
there too in a bright yellow triangle that probably represented his ruana. 


“Gracias,” he whispered and Antonio hurriedly clambered up into his lap for a hug. “This is 
going right up on my wall,” he promised his hermanito and Antonio beamed at him. 


It didn’t matter if the painting was messy and childish. It still meant a lot coming from his 
hermanito. 


Dolores scooped the three-year-old up and cuddled him so that Camilo could keep opening 
presents. 


He got some amazing things from his family. Tio Agustin got him a chessboard and promised 
to teach him how to play. He and Luisa loved the game. Tia Julieta got him a really nice 
painting of a chameleon for his wall and he grinned when she joked that they were theming 
his room since everyone else had a theme. 


He definitely didn’t mind. 


Luisa gave him a fluffy orange blanket with tiny lizards along the edges and Isabela gave him 
a potted sunflower and promised that she’d teach him how to take care of it. 


He was just shocked that she remembered that he liked them. He was sure he’d only 
mentioned it once! 


Mirabel gave him a framed photo of the family to put on his desk and he wasn’t super sure 
when she even took the photo since he was in the picture too. 


Abuela gave him an embroidered family tree and he smiled widely to see his own name right 
there next to Dolores. 


He gave all of them hugs and thanks, loving everything he’d received. 


There was only one present left and Camilo was curious while his mami looked both nervous 
and excited. It was soft so he thought it might be a blanket or a pillow as well. But when he 
opened it he gasped. It was a stuffed toy. A bright green chameleon. 


“I know you’re already fourteen now,” his mami said quietly as he turned to look at her. “But 
everyone should have at least one stuffed toy.” 


He blinked back tears and pounced on her in a hug. She was trying so hard to give him the 
childhood he’d never had even though he was already a teenager. And it made him feel warm 
from his head to his toes. 


“Gracias,” he mumbled into her dress as she hugged him close. “I love it.” 

She pressed a kiss into his hair as he hugged her tightly, new toy squashed between them. 
“T’m glad Cami.” 

“I’m naming her Lola,” he said after a beat and Dolores squeaked in shock and surprise. 


There were some chuckles and more cooing, but Camilo was happy to stay in his mami ï 
arms for a bit longer. 


It had been a great night. 


They chased him off before he could try and help clean up, insisting that the birthday boy 
didn’t clean up his own party. Instead, his parents helped him gather up his presents, after 
Mirabel had hugged him and thanked him for the whole thing with her door for the tenth 
time, and they headed up to his room while everyone else started cleaning. Antonio was 
already in bed by now. 


His papi was telling him that they could hang the picture anywhere he wanted along with the 
embroidered family tree and Camilo was trying to think of good places as mami opened the 
door. 


“Do you know where you want to put everything?” she asked, already setting the book on the 
bookshelf and the carved chameleon with its friend. 


Camilo was distracted from answering as he spotted something. “What’s that?” he pointed at 
another wrapped present sitting on his table, the wrapping a pale yellow and a little messy. 


His parents frowned in confusion. 
“I’m not sure,” papi set the things he was carrying on the bed. “Casita?” 


Their house only nudged Camilo towards the table with her tiles, so they all assumed it was 
safe. Curious, the teenager carefully unwrapped whatever it was. As he pulled the wrapping 
away, he found a smooth green surface and grinned to himself. 


“It’s a chameleon!” he said excitedly. You could never have too many in his opinion. “It’s a 
glass chameleon-” 


He turned and cut off when he saw his parents’ expressions. They looked shocked and he 
cocked his head as his mami came closer and lifted a shaking hand to touch the green glass. 


“Oh...” she whispered. 


“Mami?” he asked in alarm when her eyes welled up with tears and she quickly wiped them 
away and gave him a shaky smile. 


“This is from- from your Tio Bruno, Cami,” she whispered and Camilo looked at the glass 
figurine in shock. “He makes things out of green glass like this. It’s part of his Gift.” Her 
voice broke and Camilo hurriedly stepped forward to hug her. She didn’t hesitate to pull him 
close as well. 


“There’s a card,” papi said softly, picking it up off the floor. It must have fallen out of the 
wrapping paper. 


He handed it to Camilo who swallowed hard when he read it. 


Welcome to the family mi pequeño camaleón. I’m sorry I couldn t wish you myself. But happy 
birthday Camilo. Love, Tio Bruno. 


His mami started crying when she read the card with him. 
“Ay Brunito...” she whispered. 


“How’d he know I like chameleons?” Camilo asked, stunned that his Tio had somehow snuck 
in just to leave him a present. Just for him... 


“That’s Bruno for you,” mami gave a watery laugh as she wiped her eyes. “He just knew 
things.” She looked at the card again and smiled sadly. “And you got a nickname from him. 
He nicknamed all his sobrinos...” 


Papi huffed out a laugh, reaching out to ruffle Camilo’s hair. “Our pequeño camaleón.” 
Camilo smiled slightly. “I like it.” 


“Then you’ve got a new nickname.” His mami kissed his cheek and took a deep breath, 
getting control over the cloud above her as she whispered ‘clear skies’ to herself. 


“I don’t mind if you need to rain mami,” he found himself saying. “The rain’s soothing.” 


She looked at him in surprise before her expression softened and she pulled him into another 
tight hug. 


“Ay mi sol, you’re so sweet,” she whispered. She pulled back and cupped his cheeks. “How 
about we get everything sorted so you can get some rest though? It’s been a busy day.” 


Camilo nodded in agreement and they helped him put everything away safely, although he 
wouldn’t relinquish his hold on Lola. 


“T never got to sleep with one before,” he mumbled in embarrassment. His parents just smiled 
though and tucked him into bed after he’d changed, new toy held close to his chest. 


“Sleep well mijo,” papi murmured as he yawned. 
“Gracias,” Camilo whispered. “It was amazing... I loved it.” 


They both smiled at that and his mami pressed a kiss to his forehead. 


“And that’s what matters,” she told him. 


They both wished him good night before heading out again to help with the cleanup. As the 
lights went out, Camilo noticed that the glass chameleon glowed faintly green in the dark. He 
smiled to himself. 


It was a good thing he liked green too. 


Sleepover 


It was a few weeks after his birthday party, and after Mirabel had recovered from finding out 
that she was meant to be the next candle holder, that Isabela decided that they should hold a 
sleepover. 


And that Camilo should join them. 
He blinked in surprise when they ambushed him with the idea. 


“I-I thought only girls were allowed?” he asked nervously, even though he really did want to 
spend time with them all. 


Isabela waved that off. “That’s a dumb rule.” 


“Do you want to join us?” Mirabel asked excitedly. “We’re having it in Dolores’ room so we 
don’t bother anyone if we get too loud.” 


Looking between them and seeing that they all looked hopeful, he grinned and nodded. They 
all cheered and it only made him smile wider. He loved making people happy. 


He had no idea how a sleepover worked though so he was a bit nervous as he headed to 
Dolores’ room after dinner, already in his pyjamas and clutching Lola to his chest. He hoped 
they didn’t mind him bringing her... He’d found he actually slept better with the toy though. 
It helped to wake up from a nightmare with something soft in his arms. It gave him 
something to focus on. 


He didn’t know if they’d actually sleep, but he’d rather be prepared. 
He hoped he didn’t wake anyone up with a nightmare though... 


Camilo shifted anxiously from one foot to the other before he lifted his hand to knock on his 
hermanas door. 


Dolores smiled at him when she opened it and it was a little surprising to see her hair down. 
He wasn’t used to it. Everyone else was already here and Luisa was also wearing her hair 
loose. It was longer than he expected, going past her shoulders. But nowhere near as long as 
Isabela’s. 


“Cami! Great!” Mirabel waved at him and pointed at where he should put his blankets and 
pillows. The spot was between her and Dolores with Isabela and Luisa across from them. 


“Ooh you brought Lola?” Luisa asked when she spotted the toy and Camilo flushed. 
“Helps me sleep,” he mumbled nervously. 


She only nodded though. “I had a unicorn toy for ages that I slept with. Still have Sparkles on 
my dresser.” 


Isabela grinned. “I’ve still got Maya. She’s a fluffy bear.” 


Mirabel nodded enthusiastically. “I’ve got lots of stuffed animals,” she said proudly. “But I 
still sleep with Fluffers sometimes. He’s a big butterfly plushie.” 


“You two are awful at names,” Isabela told her hermanas who laughed sheepishly. 


Dolores smiled as she moved over to her dresser and pulled a cute, round bird plush toy off. 
“This is Cheep,” she said with a grin. 


That started a mini stampede as all the girls decided they wanted to have their favourite 
stuffed toy present as well and it wasn’t long before Isabela had a raggedy, but clearly loved, 
bear in her arms, Luisa was holding her worn-looking unicorn and Mirabel had a bright blue 
butterfly. 


Camilo felt a lot less embarrassed as Dolores settled down next to him with Cheep in her lap. 


He still didn’t know what you did at a sleepover though. Luckily, his hermana seemed to 
notice his nervous confusion. 


“We just hang out,” she told him gently. “We eat snacks and talk.” 
“And do each other's hair and makeup,” Luisa added excitedly. 


“And nails,” Isabela added, frowning as she looked at her chipped paint. “And dress up 
sometimes.” 


“And tell spooky stories and gossip!” Mirabel added. 

“T don’t know how to do all that other stuff,” he admitted anxiously. 

“We'll teach you,” Dolores assured him. 

“As long as you don’t mind?” Luisa asked suddenly. “I know some boys don’t like it.” 


Camilo shrugged. It sounded like fun. He’d enjoyed trying on all the new clothes he got in 
the beginning and he really liked when Dolores or his mami helped him with his hair. 


“Won’t know until I try?” 


They grinned at that answer and Camilo smiled back. It wasn’t long before they were all 
curled up together as Mirabel told them about something that had happened in the village 
while they munched on snacks between them. 


Camilo cuddled up next to Dolores as Mirabel dramatically reenacted the story, making them 
all laugh. After a while, they decided that they wanted to play around with their hair instead. 
Camilo watched in fascination as Dolore braided Isabela’s long hair while Isa was twining 
flowers’ into Mirabel’s. 


“Can you teach me how to do that?” he asked shyly. His mami usually had her hair in a braid 
and it would be cool to learn how to do it. Maybe he could braid his mami Ùs hair one day! 


Isabela waved a hand absently when Dolores gave a questioning hum, so she gestured for 
Camilo to come sit with her. 


She undid the braid she’d been busy with and showed him how to separate the hair properly 
and then slowly how to braid the hair. After showing him, she undid it again and told him to 


try. 
“Come on Cami,” Isa added. “I want to do your hair so it’s only fair you do mine.” 


The easy permission helped and he slowly copied what he’d see Dolores do with some 
guidance from her. Eventually, Isabela’s long hair was in a thick braid and Dolores tied it off 
with a hairband. 


Isabela pulled it forward and grinned. “Not bad for your first time. Now come here. I’m 
putting all the flowers in your hair tonight. 


Camilo didn’t hesitate to scramble over to replace Mirabel who moved over to braid Dolores’ 
hair while she worked on Luisa’s. It was clear they’d done this a lot and it made Camilo 
smile as they easily included him. They could have used the excuse that sleepovers were just 
for girls and he wouldn’t have been mad. But they invited him and taught him how to do 
everything. It felt nice to be included. 


“Let’s see,” Isa mused. “I think we’ll stick with the warm colours. They suit you better 
anyway.” 


He relaxed as he felt her fingers in his hair, gently tugging on the strands and threading 
flowers into his hair. 


Isabela hummed. “You’ve really got such nice hair.” 


Camilo flushed a little and looked down at his hands. “Dolores and mami taught me how to 
take care of it.” 


“You're doing a very good job,” she assured him. 

When she was done, the others were just finishing up too. 

“Makeup!” Mirabel squealed, making a dive for the supplies on the floor. 

Dolores plucked something out of their prima s hands as she sat up. 

“I’m doing Camilo’s,” she smirked at Mira’s pout. “Hermana privileges.” 

“Plus, Dolores isn’t likely to poke his eye out,” Isabela whispered to Luisa who snickered. 


“It was one time!” Mirabel whined and Isabela laughed before moving over to grab some 
items as well. 


Meanwhile, Dolores settled in front of Camilo who was watching them curiously. She 
showed him what she was holding. 


“This is eyeliner. Most boys think it’s weird to wear makeup, but others like it. We’ll try 
some of this and you can see if you like it?” she offered. 


He grinned and nodded in agreement. 
She explained how it worked and demonstrated on herself before she started on him. 


“How don’t you poke out your eyes?!” he asked in shock as she smoothly applied the black 
colour around her eyes. It looked really nice, highlighting Dolores’ pretty eyes. 


His hermana chuckled. “Practice,” she said, tapping his nose playfully. 


After checking that he still wanted to try it out, she told him to hold still and gently took his 
chin as she started applying the eyeliner. It was difficult to ignore the urge to twitch and pull 
back but Camilo kept himself still as his hermana worked. 


She cocked her head and hummed before nodding to herself. “Wings,” she decided. 
He had no idea what that meant but just decided to let her have fun. 
When she pulled back and reached for a mirror, Camilo was curious over how it looked. 


They were interrupted when Isabela made a dismayed sound though. Camilo yelped in 
surprise when she was suddenly in his face, tilting his head from side to side. 


“Oh that isn’t fair!” she whined. “I swear Dolores, your side of the family has the best eyes.” 
“We already knew that Cami had pretty eyes,” Luisa pointed out. 


“Yeah but the eyeliner looks criminally good!” Isabela complained and huffed as Dolores 
pushed her aside so that she could hand Camilo the mirror. 


He blinked at his reflection in shock. The flowers nestled in his hair looked nice but Isabela 
was right. The eyeliner looked really good. He guessed the flicks out on the sides were the 
wings Dolores had mentioned. 


It really did look nice... He liked it. 


“His eyelashes are also amazing!” Isabela complained again. “He probably doesn’t even need 
mascara!” 


Camilo peered over the handheld mirror to look at them. Luisa was busy with her own 
makeup and rolled her eyes at her hermana s dramatics. Mirabel just impatiently gestured for 
Isabela to finish with her makeup. 


His attention moved back to Dolores when she settled in front of him again. 


“It really does look nice,” she told him. “What do you think?” 

“Ts it weird that I like it?” Camilo asked nervously and relaxed when she smiled. 
“It’s not weird Milo. If you like it, you like it. Do you want to try some more?” 
He waved his hand at his face. “Have fun.” 

He smiled when Dolores lit up at the permission. 


“I always wanted to do this,” she admitted as she showed him the different eyeshadow 
colours. “Mami and I played dress-up with Antonio once, but he hates makeup. Doesn’t like 
anything on his face.” 


Camilo pointed, predictably, at the red and orange colours and she settled in to work as he 
kept still. 


“Couldn’t you do it with our primas?” he asked. 


She hummed. “I can. And I do. But it’s different with your sibling.” She smiled wistfully. “I 
wanted a little sibling for so long you know. Isa had Luisa. And then Mira. But I was alone 
for a long time. And then Antonio came along and I was a little sad that there was such a big 
age gap between us. He’s closer to Mira than he is to me. And he adores you.” 


“He loves you too,” Camilo protested as she started running the brush over his eyelid. 


“I know. But it’s difficult with such a big age gap,” she explained. Then she smiled. “And 
then I got another hermanito. One who’s older and closer to my age. I felt so lucky when you 
joined the family.” 


Camilo had to fight the urge to duck in embarrassment at her clear happiness. 


“I always wanted a hermana,” he murmured. “I used to see the kids playing with their older 
siblings and I always wished I had that. Someone I could talk to about stuff. And then I got 
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you. 
She smiled warmly at him before switching to his other eye. 


“And I don’t mind doing this,” Camilo added. “I might be a boy but... it’s still fun?” he 
peered up at her hopefully and was happy to see her smile widen. “Will you teach me how to 
do this? Then I can do your makeup too?” 


She paused long enough to kiss his cheek. 
“Td like that Milo,” she assured him and he grinned at her. 


When she finished the eyeshadow, she showed him in the mirror again. It was subtle and only 
highlighted his eye colour. 


“I like it,” he admitted again. 


“So eyeliner and eyeshadow are a success. Let’s try the blush and the lipstick then, hmm? 
And maybe a bit of mascara?” 


It turned out that Camilo didn’t like the feel of the blush or how the lipstick looked on him, 
so they wiped that off. But he did like the mascara and asked to keep the eye makeup on. 
Dolores happily obliged and then she had Camilo help her pick out colours for her own 
makeup and showed him exactly how to apply everything. 


By the time they were done, the others were finishing up too. Everyone looked really pretty 
but they gushed over his eyes for a bit, turning him shy for a while. He wasn’t used to 
compliments still. 


With the makeup done, they moved on to nails. Camilo was a little nervous since his nails 
were still ragged from all the work he used to do. But Dolores promised to show him how to 
take care of them after tonight so he relaxed a bit. 


“You got to do his makeup, so I’m doing his nails,” Isabela declared. Dolores rolled her eyes 
but moved to help Mirabel and Luisa. 


Camilo watched his prima look through the bottles of polish for a bit before making a 
triumphant noise. 


“What about this?” she asked. It was a nice, deep red that reminded him of Dolores’ dress so 
Camilo nodded. 


She started painting expertly, keeping his fingers still with her other hand. 


“If you want to keep wearing this then you can, you know?” she murmured softly and Camilo 
looked up in surprise. “The eye makeup and the nails. If you want to wear it then don’t let 
other people bother you about it.” 


He watched her finish one nail and admittedly really liked how it looked. 


“Won’t they think it’s weird?” he asked her quietly. He didn’t really see guys wear this stuff 
out in town. 


“Tf they try and say anything, then you tell me and Ill sort them out,” she told him firmly. 
“You should be able to wear whatever you want that makes you happy.” 


He gave her a shy smile and nodded. It was something he’d need to think on. And maybe talk 
to his papi about before he felt brave enough to do something like that. 


Soon enough, his nails were all done and he couldn’t help but admire the colour. 


Isabela ended up getting vibrant pink while Luisa got blue. Mirabel chose multicoloured nails 
and Camilo grinned when he saw that Dolores picked the same colour that he had. 


With that done, they all settled under blankets again and cuddled up as they started telling 
spooky stories. They were a little silly but that’s what made it fun he guessed. Mirabel and 


Dolores were the best by far. Even he got a turn and he accidentally made Luisa shriek which 
apparently meant he’d won. 


With the makeovers and stories out of the way, they stayed cuddled up to just talk again. 
Camilo found himself leaning heavily against Dolores pretty quickly, feeling tired after all 
the activity. Everyone’s voices were soft and soothing and he barely even noticed when 
Dolores guided him to lie down in her lap instead, pulling the blanket up over his shoulders 
and slipping Lola into his arms. 


When she started humming softly, he quickly drifted off to sleep. 


Morning 


Camilo woke up to the flash of a camera. 
“Mama!” Isabela complained loudly, waking them all up properly. 
Tia Julieta chuckled. “Oh, but I had to get a photo. You were all so cute sleeping together." 


“T want a copy of that photo,” mami agreed and Camilo blinked his eyes open to find the pair 
grinning down at them. 


When green eyes landed on him, they widened and she darted over to catch his hand before 
he could rub at his eyes. 


“Oh Cami!” she cooed. “That looks stunning!” she cupped his cheek as she turned his head to 
get a better look. 


Oh yeah, the makeup. He covered a yawn with his free hand as she continued inspecting it 
and she smiled even brighter when she caught sight of his nails. 


“It’s not fair that your side of the family has such pretty eyes Tia,” Isabela huffed. 

Mami chuckled. “His eyes are very pretty aren’t they?” she agreed and Camilo smiled a little. 
“You don’t think it’s weird?” he asked sleepily. 

His mami shook her head and brushed a thumb under his eye, smile wistful. 

“Bruno used to wear eyeliner,” she murmured. 


The entire room went dead silent. Camilo knew his mami didn’t talk about her hermano often 
so this was rare. 


“He did?” he asked curiously. 
Mami nodded. “Do you remember Juli?” 


There was a beat of silence before Tia huffed. “How could I forget? He was forever stealing 
our makeup since he always forgot to buy more.” 


Dolores and Isabela smiled sadly while Luisa and Mirabel looked as curious as Camilo felt. 


"People don't tell... nice stories about Zio Bruno," Mirabel said uncertainly, the name 
awkward on her tongue after years of it being banned. 


"They tell lies," Dolores muttered darkly as she started cleaning up a little too aggressively. 


Mami and Tia looked pained. 


"They do," mami murmured in agreement. "It's pretty safe to say that if the villagers tell you 
something about him, it's probably not true." 


Mirabel and Camilo nodded, being the only ones there that didn't really know their Tio. 
"He seemed nice when I met him," Camilo offered, moving to hug his mami. 


He knew it was hard for her to talk about him. It was hard for all of them. Everyone had been 
stunned and shaken when they'd learned about the present Tio had left him. 


"You met him?" Mirabel asked in surprise, Isabela and Luisa pausing in their cleaning up to 
stare at Camilo in shock. 


Camilo nodded, turning around in his mami's hug so he was facing them but still giving her 
an anchor. She got very sad when talking about Tio Bruno. 


"When I was five." He told them the story of the stranger in the green ruana who gave him 
hope when he desperately needed it. 


Isabela’s expression softened while Luisa looked about to cry. 
"How'd you break your arm?" Mirabel asked curiously. 
Camilo squinted in thought. 

"T think someone hit me with a shovel," he mused. 


Dolores squeaked and dropped what she was holding just in time to clap her hands over her 
ears as there was a loud crash of thunder. Camilo yelped as he was yanked tighter against his 
mami. 


"Someone did what?!" She demanded. 
He should have thought that one through... 
"Do you remember who it was, Cami?" Tia Julieta asked in concern. 


Camilo shook his head, squirming around so that he was facing his mami again that so he 
could hug her properly. 


"I remember they were drunk," he admitted. "But that's all. I don't think it was one of... 
them." 


He still struggled with mentioning his previous parents. Depending on the day, he could call 
them by their names or barely even be able to mention them at all. 


"Do you think it was one of their friends?" Tia asked gently. "Or a villager?’ 


Camilo huffed as his mami hugged him tighter. He hadn't meant to distress them. 


"The villagers aren't nice when drunk," he mumbled into his mami's dress and she tightened 
her hug a fraction. 


"Anyone touches you again, tell us," She told him firmly. 
Camilo hummed. Of course he would. They'd always protect him. 


"Alright," Tia said after a moment of silence. "How about you clean up Dolores' room 
quickly and get ready for breakfast?" 


They all nodded and tidied up the room, grabbing their things and heading back to their 
rooms to get ready for the day. 


Camilo did feel a little disappointed after his shower when he looked at himself in the mirror. 
The eyeliner had looked nice... 


Camilo took a deep breath before knocking on his parents' door. His mami had gone to town 
with Dolores so he knew it was just his papi right now. 


The man cheerfully called out for him to come in and Camilo opened the door and slipped 
inside. 


"Cami!" He lit up at the sight of the teenager and Camilo had to smile a little at the genuine 
happiness. It looked like his papi was working on his woodcarving. 


He patted the chair next to him and Camilo sat down. 

"What brings you by?" He asked curiously. 

Camilo squirmed for a moment. 

"Can I ask you a question?" 

Papi immediately gave him his full attention, setting the carving down. 

"Always mijo." 

Camilo fiddled with his hands. "Dolores put makeup on me during the sleepover." 

Papi grinned. "Your mama told me. I'm sad she didn't get a picture of you. I didn't get to see." 
That was a good sign, right? 

"Um, is it... weird? That I liked it?” 


Papi looked at him in confusion. “Why would it be weird? Did you like how it looked?” 


Camilo nodded shyly. 


“Then that’s what’s important. No one can tell you to change how you look Cami. If you 
want to wear makeup, then wear it. Get all those girls swooning over these pretty eyes I’ve 
heard about.” 


Camilo barked out a surprised laugh and papi grinned, reaching out to ruffle his hair. 


“Mi camaleon,” Camilo looked up in surprise. The nickname was still new but he really did 
like it. It felt unique to him. “Never let anyone tell you who you should be. You are the only 
one who can decide that. You’re a kind, funny boy who loves his family. Your smiles 
brighten up a room and if you decide you like makeup? That’s your choice. If you decide you 
like dresses? Good on you. You are the only one who gets to decide that though.” 


Camilo smiled softly. “Dresses are nice and swishy but I like my ruana more,” he said. “I like 
my clothes. I’m comfortable in them. The makeup... I don’t know, I feel nice with it on. It 
makes me feel... pretty?” 


“You make a very pretty boy,” papi assured him and Camilo smiled again. 


“I’m a boy,” he said after a moment. There’d been a lot of noise in town lately about gender 
and all that and it had made him think about it already. But he was pretty sure he was a boy. 
He liked being a boy. But... “I’m a boy who likes makeup... and nail polish?” he held up his 
hand and papi admired the red polish still in place. 


“Then that’s who you are,” he said firmly and Camilo relaxed a bit. “Not every boy and girl 
likes the same things,” he continued. “I know women who hate makeup and don’t like 
wearing it. I know men who sew and knit. I know women who can throw a better punch than 
any man.” 


Camilo’s lips quirked. “Like mami?” 


“Your mami has a mean right hook,” he chuckled. “She is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever 
met. And yet she prefers to keep her makeup light. Her hair in a simple braid. And she’s 
perfect regardless. Dolores loves her makeup and is a perfect little lady. And I love her just as 
much.” He smiled at Camilo. “And if mi hijo ends up following his hermana in the makeup 
department? Well, that’s perfectly fine with me too. Because you’re perfect as you are too 
Cami.” 


Camilo ducked his head shyly. 
“Gracias papi,” he murmured. 


“De nada,” papi ruffled his hair again. “Do you want a quick carving lesson before your 
dance lesson with your mami?” 


Camilo perked up and nodded eagerly, leaning over as his papi picked up his tools again. 
“What should we carve today?” 


Camilo grinned. “A sun.” 


Outing 


Camilo knocked on Dolores' door and waited nervously. She looked a little surprised to see 
him so early. It wasn't even breakfast time yet and he preferred to sleep as late as he could. 


"Hola Milo," she smiled at him and it helped him relax a bit. 


"Hola. Um, you know we're all going out today and, um," he stuttered and stumbled over his 
words a bit, but Dolores waited patiently. "Uh, could you do... the eyeliner?" 


Her expression lit up and she clapped her hands. "You want to wear eyeliner today?" 
He nodded shyly. "Sí... if you don't mind helping me?" 


She grabbed his arm and bodily dragged him into her room and over to her dressing table. He 
let out a quiet huff of laughter as she pushed him onto the seat, back to the mirror, and 
grabbed her eyeliner. 


"All the makeup in the house is water-proof," she added as she turned back to him. 
He nodded, both excited and nervous about this. 

They were going into town... 

But he'd be with his whole family so it was probably the best chance to try it. 
"How about keeping it simple today?" She suggested when she noticed his nerves. 


He nodded in agreement and forced himself to stay still as Dolores lifted the makeup to his 
face. It was still weird but now also familiar, so Camilo waited patiently until she was done. 


"How's that?" She asked, setting the eyeliner down. 


Camilo twisted to see himself in the mirror and smiled. It was more subtle than last time but 
still looked great. 


"Ay, Isa was right. It's unfair how much this suits you," Dolores chuckled, absently fixing up 
his hair. 


"Gracias," he said sincerely and she pressed a kiss to his cheek. 
"De nada. Now, how about you help me pick my makeup?" 
He perked up and scrambled off the seat to help. 


The day was off to a great start. 


Pepa recognised the look in her mamá's eyes when Camilo came running down the stairs 
ahead of Dolores. 


The ruana paired with the eyeliner? 
It reminded them all of Bruno. 


Pepa subtly brushed her mama's hand while Julieta found an excuse to look away. The longer 
they knew Camilo, the more certain Pepa grew that her hermano would have adored him. 
The dramatic flare they were seeing slowly creep out from under his anxiety. His curiosity 
over makeup and desire to try it. Everything pointed at shared interests that would have had 
the pair bonding almost immediately. 


It wasn't fair. 


She was dragged from her thoughts as Camilo came to a stop in front of her, looking both 
excited and anxious. 


She still wanted to throttle those awful people who left Camilo anxiously needing 
reassurance over the smallest things. But she'd always be here to give it to him with a smile. 


"It looks even better in the sun mijo," she told him warmly and a little tension bled out of him 
before he looked up at Felix. 


They'd learned early on to be sure to show him that they were paying attention at all times. 
Camilo had been dismissed most of his life and even now, one wrong move or word could 
send their sweet boy into a tailspin. 


He wanted so badly to make them smile. To make them proud. 


Felix especially on that front. And Pepa understood that. A boy craved his papá's approval 
and Camilo never had that. 


"Your mama wasn't kidding Cami," Felix grinned, always up to the task of calming and 
reassuring their niños. "You pull it off well." 


"He pulls it off better than me," Julieta said with a chuckle and a warm smile. 


They could see the tension just bleeding out of Camilo at the words and the encouraging 
smiles he was getting from his primas. 


He stilled when his Abuela moved to cup his cheek, that ever-present worry still in his eyes. 
Still unconsciously waiting for the other shoe to drop. 


Abuela just smiled though. 
"We need to get you your own set before you steal your hermana ï." 


Pepa just wanted to hug her mama for how gentle she was being with Camilo. She'd been 
working hard to break out of her bad habits and certainly wasn't perfect yet. But they could 


all see her trying her best with Camilo. 

Determined not to make the same mistakes she did with Bruno. 
Camilo was like Bruno in that way too. 

Easy to shatter with one wrong word. 


With everyone finished and Camilo more relaxed again, Pepa tucked him into her side as they 
started walking towards town. 


Antonio was toddling along, clinging to Dolores’ hand while Mirabel and Isabela chatted to 
each other. It was nice to have the family together like this and not working. It had been her 
mama who came up with this idea, a shopping trip all together. She’d mentioned that the girls 
all needed new clothes anyway and now Pepa expected her to make a stop at the makeup 
stall. 


Dolores would love that. 


She looked up as Felix called out a greeting to find Diego heading towards them. Camilo 
stiffened a little next to her and she wished she could take this anxiety away. But right now 
she could just support him as he took the steps on his own. 


Diego greeted them all cheerfully before tilting his head, clearly noticing the way Camilo was 
half-hiding. 


“Hey there nino!” he kept his tone upbeat. 


Camilo hesitated before looking up at the man. Pepa was so proud of this step he’d taken. 
Finding something he liked and tentatively showing the village that new like. Even if he was 
still afraid of rejection, of insult and getting hurt again. 


Her boy was so brave. 


“Well look at you,” Diego grinned. “Looking great nino. Dios but the girls are going to start 
getting interested soon.” 


Camilo flushed and ducked his head but they caught the tiny smile pulling at his lips. 
Pepa mock-scowled at Diego. 


“I am not sharing my hijo with anyone,” she huffed, tugging him even closer and earning a 
quiet giggle. 


“Mi vida, not even me?” Felix pouted. 
“Nope, he’s mine.” 


Diego laughed at the dramatic, betrayed expression Felix was sporting and Camilo relaxed 
again. 


It was better after that. The easy acceptance he’d received so far helped him and he ended up 
moving away from Pepa eventually to check out the clothes. He was more interested in 
helping the girls find something nice though and they were all mocking-fighting over him 
and making him laugh. 


Pepa drifted a bit to look at the dresses and only found herself back near the group when she 
heard a slightly raised voice. 


She looked up sharply as a woman started going on about how boys shouldn't wear makeup. 


"I mean, honestly!" She cried while Camilo fidgeted nervously with the orange scarf in his 
hands. "It's not right." 


"It's criminal how good it looks on him," Isabela agreed sagely and Pepa bit back a laugh as 
the woman spluttered, clearly having expected Isabela to agree with her. 


"I like it," Camilo said, voice a little uncertain but not immediately folding at the woman's 
words. 


She opened her mouth, likely to make another argument, when Camilo straightened a little. 


"I like it and my family likes it," he said, his voice clearer. "And papi said that it doesn't 
matter if I'm a boy. I can still wear it if I like it. And he's my parent, not you." 


The woman stared at him, dumbfounded. Pepa just felt her heart swelling with pride. And 
from Isabela and Dolores' expressions, they felt the same. 


It was a joy to see Camilo stand up for himself like this. First on his birthday and now today. 
He was still scared, but he was willing to stick to his guns despite that. 


"Well said," Dolores murmured. "She's just jealous that it looks better on you." 
The woman spluttered again while Camilo let out a surprised bark of laughter. 
"It's not right," she protested. 

Camilo shrugged. "It's right for me." 

Seeing the woman not willing to give up, Pepa made herself known. 


"I don't think some stranger mi hijo barely knows has any right to tell him what he should or 
shouldn't like," she said as she walked forward. 


The woman fell silent while Camilo's face lit up at the sight of her. He quickly forgot about 
the lady and rushed up to her, holding the scarf out. 


"Mami! Look what I found!" 


Pepa looked down and smiled to find him holding a scarf decorated with little suns. 


"It's lovely mijo," she assured, reaching out to touch the material. 
Camilo turned a little shy. "Can I get it for you?" He asked hopefully. 


Camilo had been very nervous about money still. Despite having three months’ worth of 
allowances and the money he'd sneakily saved before, he was anxious when it came to 
actually spending it. They'd been trying to encourage him to treat himself now and then so 
Pepa was thrilled to see him stepping out of his comfort zone. 


"I'd never turn down a present from mi camaleon," she cooed, cupping his cheeks and 
pressing kisses over his face. 


He laughed and let her pull him close in a hug. She hoped he never stopped wanting physical 
affection from her. Even Dolores had grown embarrassed when she grew older. 


Camilo excitedly pulled her over to the stall owner and Pepa glanced over her shoulder to 
find Isabela and Dolores glaring at the annoying woman. 


They'd take care of her. 


For now, she watched her hijo talk shyly to the elderly saleswoman who was clearly smitten 
with the sweet teenager immediately. 


Pepa wasn't surprised in the least that Camilo got a discount. She was sure Rosa had heard 
the argument since she made sure to compliment his eyeliner before they left. 


Pepa waved at the kind woman as she followed the others out. 


She kept the scarf lightly wrapped around her neck for the rest of the outing despite the warm 
weather. 


Changes 


As time passed, the family watched Camilo grow in confidence with almost everything. 


There were many changes that happened over the next year. Abuela was still working to get 
better, but it was a process and the family also struggled with it. Not all of the villagers were 
so willing to accept things changing. 


Eventually, the adults drew up a schedule to keep control over how much the family worked 
and Abuela enforced it firmly except in genuine emergencies. 


Pepa was grateful for the fact that she was trying. She wasn't perfect and she slipped up a lot. 
But she was genuinely trying. 


The days Pepa watered the crops had decreased to once a week depending on the 
temperatures. And her mama was also working on not giving her grief over her clouds and 
storms. They'd been surprised to realise that when she wasn't forced to chant 'clear skies' the 
bad weather tended to remain a cloud above her instead of turning into a storm. And Pepa 
could hardly be self-conscious about those after Camilo had mentioned how pretty he thought 
her clouds were. Dolores had also been firm in saying that she shouldn't hold the thunder in 
because of her. Quiet rumbles didn't hurt her so Pepa slowly relaxed her control over her 
emotions and let herself feel more. 


Julieta also had a decreased workload, although she fought their mama on that more than 
Pepa did. Something that greatly exasperated the older woman. It was becoming increasingly 
common to see Abuela dragging Julieta out of the kitchen when she started overworking 
herself. 


They'd spent more time together with their mamá now. And they'd had a few difficult 
conversations about their childhoods and Bruno. Pepa still struggled to talk about her 
hermano, choked by grief and guilt. But she was trying to get better. She wanted Camilo and 
Antonio to know their sweet Zio and not the horror story the villagers told being their backs. 


Abuela was also working on her relationships with her nietos. 


She'd backed off a lot from Isabela with her expectations after seeing how she changed when 
protecting the younger members of the family. She'd stepped back and watched her for a 
while before realising that she'd been smothering her oldest nieta. 


Isabela had looked about to cry when she received a purple dress from her Abuela. It said 
more than words ever could. 


Habits were hard to break, but Isabela was slowly trying, mostly with her appearance so far. 
She still acted the perfect princess in town, but Pepa was sure that would change one day and 
they'd see more of the real Isabela like they did at home. 


Luisa was struggling with the changes as much as her mama was and Abuela had had to put 
rules in place to keep her from being overworked again. She couldn't leave before breakfast 
and had to be present for every meal, meaning she was home before supper. It wasn't perfect, 
but it was a start. 


Dolores had honestly embraced the new normal the most and had zero problems telling the 
villagers 'no' when they wanted to know something that wasn't any of their business. Pepa 
was sure she took a bit of smug joy in doing it too. She was always happy to help find niños 
or point villagers in the right direction to find someone. But she wasn't the local gossip 
machine anymore. 


Mirabel was struggling a bit. The villagers seemed to be trying to ignore what had been 
revealed on Camilo’s birthday, not really bringing up the new artwork on her door. And she 
was struggling with the knowledge herself. They hadn’t realised how badly not having a Gift 
had affected her until seeing how insecure she was about being the future candleholder. 
Abuela had thankfully noticed and swept in, guilty over pushing her aside for so long. She’d 
genuinely apologised and it was nice to see the two getting closer again. 


As for Camilo, he was only improving. The nightmares were still fairly common but he 
wasn’t afraid of asking for help or comfort afterwards anymore. He was growing more 
confident in his ability to say no or set boundaries when it came to others, even if he was still 
very anxious about confrontation. Pepa was thrilled to see a stubborn side emerging in her 
hijo and half the family blamed her, saying that he was picking up the trait from his mamá. 
Pepa was smug about that and certainly didn’t mind. Not if it helped him stand up for 
himself. 


They were also helping him catch up in his learning now, noticing that his biological parents 
had let him down on that front too. Camilo had admitted to asking the librarian for help with 
his reading so thankfully it wasn’t too bad. He was definitely not the studious type like 
Dolores though and they had to work a bit harder to reassure him that it was fine. As long as 
he learned what he needed to, they didn’t mind if he wasn’t the best with school lessons. He 
was always trying his best regardless, always trying to make them proud of him. 


He’d also started helping in the village more regularly, though rarely alone. He helped Felix 
at his job a lot and did deliveries for Isabela. He also did errands for Abuela and showed up at 
the end of Pepa’s watering sessions without fail to give her a hug that cleared the clouds 
away. He’d started doing babysitting jobs again too, but they were heavily controlled by the 
family to prevent the village from taking advantage of him again. The jobs needed to be 
cleared by Pepa or Felix first before Camilo would do them and if it was a request he 
accepted on his day off, they had to pay him a fair price. Camilo was happy to follow the 
rules, relieved to have the protection they gave him. 


This way he could do what he enjoyed doing without being worked to exhaustion again. 


Pepa could only smile when she saw Camilo in town now, helping a member of the family or 
entertaining a group of excitable niños. He smiled a lot more freely and laughed more. He 
had more energy and he didn’t hunch into his ruana as often like he was trying to hide. 


He was doing so much better now, expressing himself how he wanted to. He’d embraced the 
chameleon theme quite happily and leaned into it as he took to sneaking around to surprise 
the family or give his primas frights. Sneaking up on Dolores was a lost cause after all. He 
was slowly building up a collection of books and learning skills from the family that he 
happily put to use. 


He was happy, and that was all Pepa could ask for. 


Pepa laughed so hard she cried as she watched Dolores and Camilo put makeup on their 
papa. Felix was dramatically claiming to be the prettiest person around while the pair tried 
their hardest not to burst out laughing at his antics. Antonio was in her arms and giggling 
helplessly at the sight. 


They’d decided to have a nice gathering with just the five of them in Pepa’s room and 
somehow that had devolved into Camilo and Dolores trying their more garish makeup skills 
on Felix. 


Pepa buried her face in Antonio’s curls as Camilo let out a shriek when Felix decided to grab 
the unsuspecting boy and start tickling him. 


“Papi!” he yelped, squirming and laughing while Dolores giggled madly herself at the sight. 


Poor Cami, the dangers of being ticklish around Felix. Pepa had suffered that many times due 
to her own sensitivity to tickling. 


“Felix!” she mock-scolded and he paused for a moment, letting Camilo flop in his lap as he 
panted, still giggling. He knew that he could genuinely ask Felix to stop and he would, so 
they were always warmed to see his trust when he didn’t. 

“What mi vida? I love hearing our camaleon laugh!” 

Camilo tried to sneak off but Felix promptly pulled him close in a hug, wiggling his fingers 
menacingly. He looked half-deranged with the makeup on and Pepa struggled not to burst out 
laughing again. 


“No papi!” Camilo squeaked, fighting his own laughter as he tried to dodge more tickling. 
“Mami!” 


And that was her cue. 


Dolores watched in amusement as her parents playfully fought over Camilo until he, 
predictably, ended up in Pepa’s arms. Felix sighed dramatically and pouted. 


“Ah well. I haven’t tickled Dolores in a while.” 


Dolores’ squeaked as her eyes widened, but she didn’t get away in time before Felix caught 
her and started tickling her too. She squealed and squirmed as much as Camilo had but Felix 
was a master at this. So she wasn’t any more likely to escape than Camilo was. 


Antonio decided to jump in and join, wanting to tickle his hermana too while Camilo caught 
his breath, leaning against his mami. She absently ran her fingers through his hair, giggling as 
she watched the minor scuffle. 


“Mami?” 

She looked down immediately to find sparkling hazel-green eyes looking back at her. 
“Hmm?” 

“Can I do your makeup too?” 

Pepa chuckled and pressed a kiss to his forehead. “No pink.” 


“Ew no, not on you,” he pulled a face and Pepa laughed again. He smiled at the sound. She 
would swear that he was trying to make them smile and laugh on purpose. And he was 
awfully good at it too. 


“Of course you can Cami,” she assured him. 
“And braid your hair?” he asked hopefully. 


Pepa smiled softly, hiding the pain that reared up as she remembered her hermano asking the 
same thing numerous times. She didn’t let anyone touch her makeup or hair except for Felix 
and Dolores. Julieta tugged too hard on her hair and wasn’t great with the warmer colours in 
makeup. 


She cupped her hijo 5 cheeks and kissed the tip of his nose. 
“Of course mijo,” she told him. 


Dolores had told her that he’d been practising those skills, wanting to ask Pepa these 
questions for a while now. The fact that he did spoke of another increase in confidence and 
her joy made the room brighten even further. 


“Mi rayo de sol,” she murmured, smiling warmly at her hijo who had come so far from the 
frightened boy from before. She remembered holding his shaking body close as he cried 
through a raging fever, begging not to go back to those people. She remembered when he 
crept through the house like he expected to be attacked at every turn. She remembered the 
awe on his face whenever he was given a simple kindness, like when he was faced with 
getting presents on his birthday. 


And now she looked at her smiling little boy, eyes sparkling with mischief and happiness and 
not a flicker of fear on his face. 


“Are you happy Cami?” she asked softly. 
He cocked his head in her hands at the question, but didn’t hesitate to answer. 


“Si,” he told her confidently. “I’m happy mami. I’m safe and I’m loved and I’m happy.” 


She smiled and pulled him close. That’s all she wanted. 
She wished that things could be this good and relaxed forever. 
But things rarely went the way they wanted. 


And a year later, as Antonio’s fifth birthday approached, the family fell apart. 


Stressed 


Camilo felt anxious as he watched his family. It was Antonio's fifth birthday today and 
everyone seemed to be going through something. And he felt helpless to do anything. 
Whatever was wrong with everyone couldn't be fixed with a hug or anything like that. 


And they all seemed to stem from the same problem. 
The village. 


Camilo scowled to himself as he watched the activity happening in the courtyard from the 
safety of the balcony. 


His parent were stressed since the village had continuously brought how they hoped Antonio 
would actually get a Gift since Mirabel was going to be the next candleholder and there 
wouldn't be an excuse for Antonio. 


An excuse. 


His parents had got into quite a few fights and arguments with people when they said that. 
But the damage was done. 


Antonio was a mess. He'd been stressing over this day for months now and their parents were 
stressed over that. They didn't want Antonio to be treated badly by the village if he didn't get 
a Gift. They'd seen how they'd treated Mirabel. 


How they still treated Mirabel. 


Who was doing her best to remain cheerful and happy despite her own worry over the family. 
She was pushing herself hard and Camilo wondered if this was all bringing back bad 
memories. He'd heard her Ceremony had been pretty bad... 


On top of that she was fighting with Isabela. 


Camilo didn't know why they were fighting, just that they were. Isa was stressed herself over 
her engagement. And honestly, Camilo felt like that had come out of the blue. 


Mariano's mama had approached the family, pushing for an arranged marriage with Isabela. 
Abuela had been excited about the idea of Isabela finding love and Isa herself had agreed to it 
after being asked if it was something she wanted. 


But the relationship had seemed to bring her more stress than joy. 


On top of that, Dolores had withdrawn a lot. And Camilo didn't know what had upset her. 
She kept insisting that she was fine, just tired. But he could tell that something was wrong. 
Normally she talked to him about these things... but not this time. 


Luisa was overworking herself again while everyone was dealing with their own problems. 
Tia Julieta had slipped back into bad habits as well. 


Abuela was stressed over making sure the engagement went well for Isabela as well as facing 
the same worries his parents were having about Antonio. 


In short, their family was a mess and Camilo didn't know how to help. 


He sighed and left Casita as he heard the sound of chattering children, finding Mirabel 
heading back and looking tired already from the barrage of questions the niños had. 


As he met up with her, Osvaldo arrived to deliver decorations. 
"What's Cami's Gift?" One of the girls asked Mirabel excitedly. 
He smiled softly at her enthusiasm as Mirabel went to answer. 
And then Osvaldo opened his big mouth. 


"Oh, he doesn't have one," he interrupted cheerfully, getting a scathing glare from Mirabel. 
"He's adopted." 


He dumped the basket in Camilo's arms abruptly. 

"Here we are! The not-special special! Just for you Camilo!" 

Camilo gave him a thoroughly unimpressed look while Mirabel positively fumed. 
Dolores had stopped in the doorway to glare at Osvaldo too who remained oblivious. 


"You're not a Madrigal?" The girl asked in confusion and the question still hurt when he 
heard it. Even two years later at fifteen years old. 


"Of course he is," Mirabel said fiercely. "And anyone who says he isn't, isn't welcome in 
Casita." 


Osvaldo swallowed hard as he finally noticed the glares from both Mira and Dolores. 
Camilo shifted the basket in his hands. 


"He's just a jerk," Camilo told the niños freely, making Osvaldo flush. "I wasn't born a 
Madrigal, but they're still my family." 


"Love is more important than blood," Mirabel added, still giving the man the stink-eye. 
The niños nodded in understanding. 
"But you don't have a Gift?" The girl asked sadly. 


Camilo shrugged. While he might have started to wonder recently what it was like to have 
magic specifically tailored to him, he was still too happy with his life to really be bothered. 


He was finally settled in his family and he'd like it if the village stopped stressing them out 
thanks. 


Osvaldo gave an awkward chuckle. 

"Well, let's hope this Ceremony goes better than the last, hey?" 
Mirabel flinched and Dolores took a step in their direction. 

Camilo upended the basket on the man's head. 

"You can leave," he declared. "No jerks allowed at Antonio's birthday." 


Osvaldo spluttered while Mirabel and the niños started laughing. Camilo crossed his arms 
and glared at the man, channelling his mami. 


Dolores came up behind them, expression pinched in annoyance. 
"I think you should leave. We can handle the decorations," she said coolly. 


Osvaldo fled quickly after that and Camilo shook his head. Why were the most vocal 
villagers the jerks? 


"Aren't you sad that you don't have a Gift?" The girl asked in concern. He'd babysat all of 
these niños so they knew him. But apparently not his whole story. 


Camilo chuckled and crouched down. 


"I've got a Gift nina," he told her conspiratorially and they leaned in. "I got to join the best 
family ever," he whispered. "I don't need magic on top of that. Cause they're magical enough 
for me." 


Dolores smiled and ruffled his hair and Mirabel looked about to pounce on him in a hug. 


"But now we've got to get to work decorating," Camilo continued. "Can't use 'not-special' 
decorations." He rolled his eyes dramatically and they giggled. "Mi hermanito deserves only 
the best decorations. So we'll see you guys at the party later?" 


He huffed in amusement as they bowled him over to hug him before running off. 
Dolores helped him up before they headed inside. 

"That guy's a jerk," Mirabel agreed. 

Camilo hummed. Osvaldo was always like that. 


They quickly split up to get to work and Camilo hurried to calm his mami down as the wind 
picked up. At least this he could still fix with a hug. 


He frowned to himself when he spotted Isa and Mira fighting again while his mami tried to 
squeeze the life out of him. 


He didn't know how to help them... 


And then they couldn't find Antonio and Camilo sighed. This was supposed to be a happy 
day... why'd the villagers have to ruin it? 


Cracks 


Camilo stared at himself in the mirror after getting ready. He looked good. His hair was 
styled and the eyeliner was subtle but nice. His clothes were neat under his ever-present 
ruana. 


He still stood there for a moment though, caught in a bad moment. 


Sometimes he'd see something in his appearance that reminded him of Valeria and Ricardo. 
The shape of his face or the shade of his hair. And he'd get stuck in front of the mirror and be 
unable to not see them in him. He'd trace his finger over the barely-there burns on his neck, 
remembering all the faint lines that his Tia's food was slowly erasing. 


This usually happened when a villager brought it up. Reminded him that he was adopted. 
That he hadn't been lucky enough to be born into this amazing family. 


He couldn't help feeling sad in these moments, wishing he'd got fifteen years with them 
instead of only two. 


His future with them stretched ahead of him, but the mental scars still haunted him. And he 
wasn't sure if he'd ever truly be rid of them. 


Tearing his eyes away from the mirror, he looked around his room instead. It was no longer 
empty like in the beginning. Now it was filled with his things, messy in a way that made his 
parents sigh despairingly, but completely his. 


He brushed his fingers over his collection of chameleons, smiling a little and letting that 
sadness fade. He had a lot more now between him finding them in stores, getting carved ones 
from his papi and random ones from everyone else. 


He had drawings covering one wall from Antonio, multiple framed pictures on his desk and 
walls and too many blankets to count. 


His stuffed chameleon sat on his bed like always and Camilo took a deep breath as he picked 
Lola up. 


"I'm not going to let the villagers make this night suck," he said firmly. "No matter how many 
times they mention me not having a Gift. Or me being adopted. I won't let them ruin Tofito's 
birthday for me." 


Nodding firmly to himself, he set the toy down and braced himself. 
This night was about Antonio. Not the villagers. 


With that thought locked in his head, he marched out the door. He was going to have a good 
time. 


"Will you walk with me?" Antonio pleaded, clinging to his hand, and Camilo looked up at his 
parents uncertainly. He'd grudgingly admit that the whispers and looks he'd been getting 
already from the villagers were bothering him, no matter how hard he tried to ignore it. So 
his anxiety had made a return. 


Was walking Antonio there allowed? 


Mami smiled at him, tears still sparkling in her eyes as she nodded. Papi wrapped an arm 
around her waist and grinned at him. 


Well, that settled it. Camilo shoved the worry down and smiled at his hermanito. 
"Of course I will." 
He hugged his nervous hermano and tried to push aside the gnawing anxiety in his chest. 


That anxiety only grew worse as he walked with Antonio towards his glowing door. The 
villagers were whispering and eyeing him suspiciously, but he kept his hand steady for 
Antonio's sake. He was sure Dolores could hear his deafening heartbeat loud and clear 
though. 


All that dropped away when he watched his hermano get his Gift though. 


From this close, with his parents' reassuring hands on his shoulders and Abuela s proud smile 
directed at Antonio, Camilo could feel the soft warmth from the door. As it flared and he 
squinted his eyes against the light, he got the strangest feeling of emptiness in his chest. 


He didn't understand it, but he didn't have time to focus on it as the animals stampeded in. 
What a perfect Gift for his hermano. 


The photo they got of the whole family was one of Camilo’s favourites and he and Mirabel 
were both already begging for copies to their Abuela s amusement. 


Camilo edged closer to Dolores in the murmuring crowd. Cracks in Casita? Mirabel had 
come running up to Abuela in a panic, hand bleeding as she frantically spoke about what 
she’d seen. The cracks were gone when they looked outside and the villagers were muttering 
about Mira being attention-seeking, but Abuela took her seriously. She encouraged the others 
to go back to the party while she went to talk to Mirabel privately, calming her down as she 
got the story. 


Isabela huffed in annoyance but still snapped at the closest villager when they joked about 
Mira being a faulty candle bearer. She flushed when Mariano looked at her strangely after her 
outburst, but didn’t take back her reprimand and no one else mentioned Mira for the rest of 
the party. 


Camilo looked up at Dolores in concern as she walked away from them. 


What was going on with his family? 


Camilo curled up in bed, unable to sleep and staring at the soft green glow of the glass 
chameleon, Lola held tight to his chest. So what if he was fifteen? It helped and anything that 
held off the nightmares he still suffered through was worth it in his opinion. 


He just couldn’t get his brain to quiet down. He was worried. About his family and how 
stressed they were. 


About their happiness... because they didn’t really seem very happy right now... 
He just wished the village would leave them alone already. 
He rolled over and pressed his face into the toy. 


He didn’t want tomorrow to come. He’d been trying so hard not to think about it despite the 
worried glances the family shot him. They shouldn’t be worried about him. They had their 
own problems to deal with. 


He was fine. He’d be okay. 
So what if Valeria and Ricardo were getting out of jail tomorrow? 


Camilo bit back a sob, hating the fear that they could still cause him. He didn’t want to see 
them again but now they were going to be wandering around the village, free again. 


And Camilo was scared. 


He squeezed his eyes shut. Why was he still so scared of them? They couldn’t touch him 
anymore. He wasn’t theirs. He was a Madrigal. 


They couldn’t touch him. 
But when had things like that ever stopped them? 
It hadn’t stopped Manuel. 


A shudder ran through him and he hurriedly scrambled out of bed. He needed to calm down. 
If he slept in this state, he’d definitely have a nightmare. And he didn’t want to stress out his 
parents even more. 


He hesitated for a moment. He could always go to their room. They wouldn’t ask him to talk 
if he wasn’t ready to. But he was still too worked up. 


Eventually, he decided to go to the kitchen instead. A midnight snack always helped him 
calm down a bit. 


He found himself sitting at the table, nibbling on a plate of arepas and trying not to think 
about the following day. He was so caught up in trying to not think that he almost grabbed the 
rat that was stealing an arepa instead of the food. 


He squeaked and fell off his chair in shock, watching the rodent flee with its stolen arepa. 
After a beat, he snorted in amusement. Hey, it was pretty funny. A rodent bandit in the night. 
Smirking slightly, he pulled himself back into his chair and finished the food before cleaning 
the plate. 


He hesitated at the top of the stairs, glancing between his door and his parents’. After a long 
moment of indecision, he headed to the softly glowing door instead. He knocked quietly and 
opened the door just enough to slip inside. The familiar sounds of his papi’s snores eased 
some of the tension in his muscles. 


“Cami?” his mami asked sleepily, pushing herself up on her elbow. She was always a light 
sleeper. 


“Can I sleep here?” he asked quietly, already feeling more at ease around them. 
She pulled the blanket back. “Of course mi sol. Always.” 


He scrambled up between them, relaxing at the smell of rain and sunshine as his mami 
smoothed his hair back and pressed a kiss to his forehead. 


“Tt’ll be okay Cami,” she promised and he buried his face in her shoulder as she wrapped her 
arms around him. 


It would be okay. Things would be fine. He was always safe with them. 


Sleep came easily after that as he drifted off to soft humming. 


Pepa stared down at her sleeping hijo. Fifteen and those people still had such a grip on her 
boy. She’d been worried all day about him on top of her worries over Antonio. 


Sighing, she gently pulled him close and smiled when he snuggled against her. 


If those monsters tried to lay a hand on Camilo again, she wasn’t going to need the weather to 
make them regret everything. 


And Felix would be right behind her. 


Collapse 


Mirabel was acting weird. Like she was on a mission. Camilo watched her chase Dolores 
around before breakfast to ask her something and then go after Luisa when she got her 
answer. 


He was worried about the others too. Dolores was really quiet today. Sad quiet. She was just 
picking at her food. 


Isabela was so obviously stressed that Abuela was softly asking her if she needed the day off. 
This engagement dinner was really turning her into a tense mess. Isabela had refused though, 
insisting that she was fine. 


As for Luisa... well, she had that twitch again... 


Camilo sighed and slumped in his seat between his parents. He didn't know how to deal with 
this. Because he was already freaked out over Valeria and Ricardo. His attention was split and 
he felt bad that he couldn't help them. 


He wasn't going into town today though. He refused to. 


Not today. 


Camilo went into town. 


He didn't want to, but Mirabel was acting very strangely, now asking about Tio Bruno and his 
prophecies for some reason. 


Isabela had snapped out an answer about the prophecy she got from their Tio. And Dolores 
had mumbled about her one. 


Camilo was starting to suspect what was happening with his hermana and if he was right... 
she didn't deserve this pain. But what could he do? 


And then Mirabel had started asking the villagers about their Tio with Camilo chasing after 
her. 


So here he was in the middle of town, internally freaking out while trying to deal with the 
villagers' stupidity. 


"He killed my fish!" A woman declared and he glanced at her. 


"You can't keep a fish in a bowl that small!" He exclaimed, spotting the bowl. "It'll die! What 
did that fish ever do to you?" 


She stared at him in stunned disbelief before Osvaldo started up. He must still be sour over 
not getting to go to the Gift Ceremony. 


"He gave me a gut!" 


Camilo stared at him. "I'm pretty sure that's the amount of food you eat and the lack of 
exercise showing. You can't blame a vision for your bad habits." 


The man gaped at him in shock but Camilo was tired and stressed. So what if he was a bit 
more blunt than usual? 


"He made me go bald!" 

Camilo shared a glance with Mirabel who was clutching her bag close. 

"Mira, this place is filled with idiots," he whispered and the priest deflated in front of him. 
"I know," she nodded back frantically. 


"These are the 'awful terrible evil' visions from Tio Bruno?" He asked, baffled. "Bad pet care, 
bad eating habits and unlucky genetics? That's... really sad. Blaming that on Tio." 


"He caused a hurricane at Pepa's wedding with a prophecy!" Someone shouted. 


"Oh, that was a bad joke," Camilo corrected. "Mami told me about it. She was stressed and 
feels bad about blowing up at him like that. He was trying to make her feel better." 


They spluttered as they tried to find another argument. 
"Well, you never met him," another villager snapped. "You don't know that horrible man!" 


"I did," Camilo shrugged. "He helped me when I was five after someone broke my arm. He 
was very nice but he said no one would believe him if he tried to tell anyone about me." 


Dead silence fell over the crowd and Camilo shook his head. They still liked to pretend that 
his abuse never happened. 


Grabbing Mirabel's hand, he started pulling her back to Casita. This was all clearly a waste of 
time. 


As he turned, Camilo caught a glimpse of a familiar sneer in the crowd and his heart rate 
spiked. 


He was quiet the whole way home. 


This entire dinner had been a disaster. 


Instead of being withdrawn, Dolores suddenly looked like an anxious mess and something 
was clearly going on between her and Mirabel. Luisa looked on the brink of tears now with 
her Gift being weird. Isabela was twitching as Mariano looked like an excited puppy. 


What had he missed while he'd been having a breakdown in his parents' arms? After spotting 
Ricardo, he'd barely held it together until he could collapse in their room. 


And apparently, things went to hell in the meantime. 


And then things got worse as green shards made an appearance and the Gifts went out of 
control when Dolores blurted out one hell of a secret in her panic. 


Mirabel stared at them all as cracks seemed to spread from behind her all around the room. 
"I didn't want to hurt the magic," she hiccupped, tears sparkling in her eyes. 
"Mirabel!" Abuela called in worry. 


She moved to follow her nieta but Señora Guzman stopped her with panicked questions 
about the magic and the engagement. 


Isabela was trying to control her magic which had punched Mariano in the nose. Dolores was 
clutching her ears and Luisa was in tears and being comforted by her papa while her mama 
ran after their youngest. 


Camilo couldn't help since he was trying to help his mami calm down as her storm started 
getting out of control. 


He ended up getting her to a quiet room and handing her her favourite tea. 


And then a sudden thump from the wall made him jump in fright, still on edge in general. It 
was a good thing in the end since his jump had the startled bolt of lightning missing him by 
inches. 


His mami still frantically apologised, looking horrified and guilty at almost hitting Camilo. 
So he had to calm her down all over again, assuring her that it wasn't her fault. 


Everything was a mess. Dolores was hiding away out of guilt. Abuela was dealing with the 
villagers. Isabela was holed up in her room and Luisa was still crying over her Gift 
disappearing. 


Antonio was who knew where and Mirabel was missing still. 
He didn't know how it could get worse, but it did. 


Camilo was walking through the courtyard to go make another cup of tea while papi took 
over keeping mami calm for a bit. He happened to glance up and stopped dead. 


Mirabel's door was dark. It hadn't been dark since the reveal that she was supposed to be the 
next candleholder. 


Her door was dark like his own door. Like Tio Bruno's... 


Camilo frantically called for his parents and the family panicked when they saw the sight, a 
proper storm hitting the Encanto. 


The cracks started spreading even more and Camilo clung to his parents. 


Where was she? 


Mirabel stared down at the prophecy in her Tio s hands. He'd left and hidden away because he 
was trying to protect her? 


Her eyes traced over the image of her standing in front of a cracking Casita. 
Angry faces surrounded the image. 
He was trying to protect her from the village. 


"They never liked what didn't fit with how they thought things should be," Tio Bruno 
murmured. "I... I didn't want you to be treated like I was." 


Her family had been trying to get better for two years. But the village kept dragging them 
down again. 


Her family was breaking. And it was the village's fault. 


There was a loud cracking sound and they both looked around frantically as the large cracks 
spread through the room. Tio Bruno grabbed her wrist and started pulling her with him. 


"We need to get out!" 


Casita was falling. 


You Did This 


Casita fell. 


Camilo had been with his family in the courtyard, everyone panicking over Mirabel's door, 
when it happened. 


Isabela was having a full-on breakdown over how she'd been treating her hermana, begging 
her to come back. 


Dolores was trying to assure them that Mira was fine but they couldn't hear her over the wind 
as his mami panicked. 


She'd seen her hermano s door go dark and now her sobrina's had done the same. 
And then the house was cracking and falling apart, the candle sputtering and dying. 


Abuela and Tia Julieta all but dragged Isabela out while Agustin pulled Luisa with him. Papi 
grabbed Antonio before a falling painting could hit him and pulled Dolores with him. And 
mami wrapped her arms around Camilo and practically carried him out as she ran since he'd 
frozen in shock. 


And now Casita was in ruins and the magic was gone. The Gifts were gone. 
And Mirabel was still missing. 

"Mira!" Tia Julieta called in a panic. 

"They were in the house..." Dolores whispered shakily. 

Camilo looked at her in confusion. They? 


Everyone split up, trying to dig through the rubble and growing more frantic as they didn't 
find her. Antonio was crying and their primas weren't far behind. 


A specific pile of rubble caught Camilo's attention ten minutes in. It looked almost like Casita 
might have tried to form a shield... 


He hurried over and carefully tugged at a table that was leaning precariously. 

"Mira?" He called nervously. 

His heart sped up when he heard a soft groan and he started pulling the rubble off faster. 
"Mira!" 


He managed to pull a dusty door loose and found... two figures underneath? 


Camilo blinked in confusion. Mirabel was under the guy so it looked like he'd been 
protecting her. 


"Cami?" She asked in relief. 


Camilo stared at the dusty and ragged green ruana as the man shifted and looked up. He met 
the same green eyes he saw every time he looked at his mami, although these seemed unsure 
and a little frightened. 


"This is Tio Bruno," Mirabel said unnecessarily as she squirmed out of the pocket between 
the rubble they'd been in. 


Camilo lifted a hand. "Hola." 

He paused and turned his head. 

"Mami!" Tio Bruno jumped out of the corner of his eye. "I found Mira!" 
There was the sound of rapidly approaching footsteps. 

"And Tio Bruno!" He added while his Tio abruptly looked panicked. 
Mirabel snickered at his expression. 


"What?!" His mami shrieked and moments later she came careening around the corner, 
stopping dead at the sight of them. 


"He was in the walls," Mirabel supplied helpfully while Tio Bruno frantically shook his head 
at her. 


"The walls?" Camilo asked in disbelief. 


He moved back just in time to dodge his mami's tackle as she dragged both Tio Bruno and 
Mirabel into a hug. 


The rest of the family was hurrying over now, gasping at the sight of mami half strangling her 
hermano in a hug, Mirabel the unlucky collateral. 


Quiet footsteps behind him warned him of Dolores' presence just before her hand landed in 
his hair. 


"You knew," he murmured. 


She hummed and he tilted his head up into the contact. He needed it. Their house just 
collapsed and everyone lost their magic. 


He was scared. 
Everything he'd grown used to and relied on was gone. 


He closed his eyes and mentally shook his head. 


No, that was wrong. His family was still here. They didn't need magic or a home to be a 
family. 


Casita had just... become a sanctuary over the last two years. His room was gone. His safe 
place they gave him. Did any of his stuff even survive? 


He was scared to be without a place he could run to when things got bad. 
"It'll be alright," Dolores whispered and he opened his eyes to look at her. 
Even without her Gift, she could still read him like an open book. 

And something good happened after all of this. Tio Bruno was home. 


They'd be okay. Because at least they were still together. 


The village arrived not long after while Mirabel was still being checked over and Abuela was 
squeezing the life out of Tio Bruno. 


His mami had brought Antonio over and had checked all of them over multiple times already. 
Camilo was leaning against her side tiredly when they heard the villagers and he tensed. 


He wondered if they were coming to gape and stare since they were never helpful to the 
family. But he relaxed again when Tio Diego and the rest of his papi s friends came running 
up, looking worried and asking if everyone was okay. 


Soon after them came Mariano, which was a little surprising, but he actually seemed 
genuinely worried. So maybe he wasn't so bad. 


Tio Diego and his friends stopped in shock when they spotted the long-lost member of the 
family in Abuela 5 arms before papi explained everything to them. 


By then, the other villagers were arriving. 

And everything went to hell. 

"What happened to the magic?!" 

"Why did Casita fall?!" 

"Is the magic okay?!" 

"That curse is back! It's his fault!" 

Tio Bruno flinched while the family stiffened. Camilo couldn't help but notice that they didn't 


ask if everyone was okay, when they were sitting in the ruins of their home and covered in 
dust. 


They just wanted to know about the magic. Abuela glared at the villagers and held Tio Bruno 
tighter while Camilo's mami moved to stand up and probably yell at them. 


Mirabel beat her to it. 


"It's not Tio Bruno's fault. It's yours," she snapped, moving forward and catching their 
attention. 


The villagers stared at her in shock and offence but she didn't back down. 


"You don't see my family as people," Mirabel spat out, years-old anger surfacing. "All you 
people see is the magic and what it can do for you. You didn't even check if anyone had been 
hurt now! You just demanded to know about the magic and then started blaming your 
favourite scapegoat before you even found out what happened." 


The villagers seemed stunned at the sudden rant they were being faced with and Mariano had 
frozen like a deer in the headlights. Diego and his friends had already been moving between 
the family to check on them before Mirabel even started on her tirade and they didn't stop. 
Diego crouched down next to them and Camilo automatically leaned into the contact when 
the man ruffled his hair. 


"You okay?" He asked quietly and Camilo shrugged while his mami was focused on Mirabel. 
He didn't know the answer to that question. 


"You just all keep demanding more!" His prima continued. "You want Tia to do the farmer's 
jobs even though she's got to cry to do it. You want my mamá to cook all day because you 
want magic food anytime. Isabela has to do all your gardening and you want Luisa to do all 
your work. Dolores has to be at your beck and call for gossip and I don't even know what you 
want from me! Half the time you want me to be magical and the other half you want me 
gone. And you don't even want to remember that Camilo exists because he doesn't fit in with 
the magical Madrigals that you want. And then Tio Bruno couldn't control the future so he 
didn't give you the prophecies you wanted. So suddenly it was his fault. Everything was his 
fault." 


"He's a curse-" someone started but Camilo wasn't about to let his best friend handle this 
alone. 


He ducked out from his mami’s hug and scrambled to his feet to join Mira. 


"No, he's not. You just wanted someone to blame," he corrected harshly. "A fish dies? Gotta 
be him and not the fact that the poor thing was in a tiny bowl.” He scowled at the woman who 
was still carrying around the stupid tiny fishbowl. “You grow a gut? No, that's got to be 
because of the prophecy. Not the fact that Osvaldo is at Tia's cart five times a day and on his 
ass the rest of the time! I mean, come on! You blamed Tio Bruno for you going bald! You 
haven't taken any responsibility for yourselves ever because you always blame Tio instead!" 


“You’ve taken and taken and taken from our family and you never give anything back!” 
Mirabel picked up right after him. “You always want more! When our family finally started 
to take better care of themselves, what happened? Did we get support from the village we’ve 


helped for decades? No!” she took a step forward, fury in every line of her body. “Instead you 
got upset because life wasn’t so easy anymore. Suddenly the magic food wasn’t there all day 
for if you just got peckish. Suddenly the farmers have to help water their own crops. 
Suddenly the Madrigals were trying to put themselves first and you can t have that!’ 


“You pushed and guilted everyone into doing what you wanted, even with Abuela telling you 
to stop. Tia deserves to do something other than cook for your lazy asses!” Camilo continued 
smoothly after her. he wasn't sure where this confidence came from, but he was tired of his 
family being used. “Luisa isn’t your slave! You can’t tell Isabela how she should look and act 
because she was different to before! My mami shouldn’t have to be sad or stressed because of 
you! Dolores’ life doesn’t revolve around you! The future doesn’t revolve around you, so 
stop blaming Tio for everything! Mirabel is perfect the way she is and she doesn’t need a 
flashy magical Gift to be better than all of you!” 


“And Camilo is ours no matter what you say or think. We don’t need your permission or 
acceptance to make him our family. Blood or not,” Mirabel added, grabbing his hand. “I 
don’t ever want to hear any of you comment on how he isn’t ‘special’.” Osvaldo cringed a 
little at that pointed remark. “We are people. We aren’t your servants or slaves! The magic 
doesn’t belong to you! We don t belong to you!” 


Camilo squeezed her hand comfortingly and she took a deep breath. 


“But that doesn’t matter now. Because you pushed so much to get your way and what you 
want, that you pushed our family too far. The magic is gone,” she waved an arm around to 
gesture at the ruined house. “You did this. You broke the magic. So don’t you dare blame my 
Tio for your selfishness hurting my family to the point that the magic died.” 


“Welcome to the world of consequences,” Camilo snarked. “I know it’s a new concept, but 
you’re going to have to deal with it. Cause we’re not cleaning up your mess this time.” 


Together 


Camilo stared at the ceiling of the church, unable to sleep. After Mirabel’s tirade, with him 
backing her up, the villagers had been stunned speechless. Zio Diego and his friends had 
taken that opportunity to sweep the family off and set them up in the church with blankets 
and food. 


They were all in shock and Camilo was glad that they didn’t have to continue their argument 
with the village. While there were definitely villagers that agreed with them, like Arlo who 
Camilo had seen grinning and nodding through the entire thing, it was exhausting to fight 
against the large group of entitled villagers. 


So he was glad that the nice ones had stepped in while the jerks had still been stunned 
speechless. 


Once they'd been left alone in the church after a quick meal, they’d all tried to get to sleep. 
But it was difficult. They suddenly didn’t have a home and their safe rooms. They were in a 
different place and they didn't know what was going to happen tomorrow. 


At least they were together though. 


Camilo was lying between his papi and Dolores since his mami and Tia hadn’t let go of Tio 
Bruno yet. It had been kind of funny to watch him flounder as his hermanas refused to let 
him out of their sight. 


Camilo sighed softly and rolled onto his side, closing his eyes. He needed sleep if he wanted 
to help his family the next day. 


He should have been expecting the nightmare in all honesty. Between catching a glimpse of 
Ricardo and losing his home, it was inevitable, and he came awake gasping with the smell of 
cigarettes burning his nose and the taste of alcohol on his tongue. 


Strong arms tugged him close and he let out a choked sob into his papi 5 chest. 


“It’s okay Cami,” papi whispered and he felt Dolores’ hand rubbing his back. He hoped he 
hadn’t woken anyone else. 


“They’re out,” he choked out. 
They were out and free and he didn’t want to get hurt again. 


“We’ve got you mijo,” papi murmured, holding him tight. “If they try and touch you, I’ Il 
make them regret it. I don’t care what the villagers say.” 


Camilo tucked his face into his papi s chest and squeezed his eyes shut. He didn’t want to see 
those people again. They were his past. He wanted them to stay in the past. 


He felt vulnerable without Casita. He missed her. 


Camilo sighed to himself in exasperation. 


Isabela was avoiding Mariano like the plague, which had the man looking like a kicked 
puppy. She was also avoiding Mirabel who was doing the same to Isabela. 


Dolores was coming up with every excuse not to be around Isa too. 


Luisa was depressed, Antonio was scared and their parents didn’t know how to help while 
they were also dealing with the villagers and building a new house. 


Tio Diego and papi s friends were already planning construction and a lot of people had 
offered to help out. 


It was going to take a long time though, so for now their family was still staying in the 
church. 


Which made the avoiding issue both difficult, annoying, and obvious. 
So Camilo had come up with a plan to put a stop to it and to help Tio Bruno at the same time. 


The moment he saw Isabela step into the building, and before she spotted who was present, 
he pounced and grabbed his hermana 5 and prima s wrists and dragged them over to Isa. 


“We need to help Tio Bruno,” he said before Isabela could flee. 
That stopped all of them from leaving. Got them. 


“How?” Mirabel asked. She’d been trying hard to bond with their nervous Tio, but he was 
struggling to reach out to people after ten years in the walls alone. 


“We should have a sleepover. A proper one. It helped me a lot in the beginning,” he 
suggested innocently. 


He bit back a smirk when they seemed to grow thoughtful. Yes, he wanted to help his Tio. 
But he always wanted to get these three stuck in a room together where they had to talk and 
couldn’t run away. 


“That could work!” Mirabel nodded her head excitedly. “You guys set up and I'll go get him! 
We can even eat supper together!” 


She ran off and Isabela headed towards the piles of pillows and blankets to start setting up in 
an empty room. 


Dolores, however, was more aware of his antics and realisation dawned on her. She shot a 
glare at Camilo who just smiled back sweetly. She couldn’t get out of it now and she knew it. 


“You’re a menace,” she hissed. 


“Nope, just tired of everyone avoiding each other for no apparent reason,” he chirped before 
rushing off to help Isabela. 


Hopefully, this ended up helping... 


The sleepover was more tense than usual. Zio Bruno looked like a frightened kitten and Luisa 
still seemed pretty sad. Dolores wasn’t looking at anyone and Mirabel and Isabela still 
wouldn’t look at each other. 


Since when was Camilo the most emotionally stable person in this group? 


Before someone could try and bail, (possibly him since Camilo’s own anxiety was rising in 
response to the tension), someone knocked on the door. 


His mami poked her head in and smiled at them. 


“We heard you were having a sleepover so we went digging around for a few things,” she 
said. 


Tia Julieta followed her in and they had some items in their arms. Camilo lit up and 
scrambled to his feet to take Lola from her. He thought the toy had been destroyed in the 
collapse! 


Actually, it looked like they had all the toys. Camilo was just glad none of them made a 
comment about how they were too old to have toys as they accepted them from the two. 
Stuffed toys had become a staple of their sleepovers. 


“We even found Rata,” mami said, shoving a ragged-looking rat plush in Tio Bruno’s face 
and making him yelp. “I still say you’re terrible at names.” 


“I was three,” Tio protested. He looked confused about the toys though. 


“It’s tradition for them,” Tia Julieta said as she set something else in a basket down. “Stuffed 
toys, food and-” 


“Makeup!” Mirabel exclaimed when she peered into the basket. “How?” 


“We borrowed from some of our friends. We know some of you are missing your makeup,” 
mami said and both Camilo and Dolores smiled at her as they poked through the basket. It 
wasn’t their usual makeup but it was better than nothing. He missed the routine of putting it 
on in the morning. 


The last thing they set down was food and Camilo made sure to hug them both along with 
Mirabel. 


“Don’t forget to eat and make sure your Tio does too,” Tia told them as they left again. 


There was a beat of silence. 


“Rata?” Isabela asked in exasperation. “Are Cami and I the only ones who can come up with 
good names here?” 


“I was three!” Tio Bruno complained and Camilo snickered, wrapping his arms around Lola. 
The toy helped settle him a bit. He was still pretty on edge and hopefully, Lola would help 
him not have a nightmare tonight. 


At least that seemed to have broken the ice and they all reached for some food, Mirabel 
shoving some in their Tio 5 face. 


“Mami said that you wear eyeliner,” Camilo decided to say before the silence could grow 
awkward again. 


He was curious about this man. He couldn’t remember much but he knew he’d helped him 
when he needed it. Not many people had. 


Tio Bruno startled a little and rubbed the back of his neck nervously. “Uh, sí,” he nodded. 
“Can’t really wear it now though.” He held up a hand to show the near-permanent shake that 
they’d all noticed. “Too shaky,” he chuckled awkwardly. 


Camilo knew what was about to happen before it did and leaned backwards to avoid it while 
Dolores was already finding an eyeliner in the basket. 


Isabela and Mirabel grinned wickedly and Tio Bruno yelped as they jumped on him. 


“We? ll do it!” they chorused as Dolores handed the eyeliner over and Luisa laughed at her 
hermanas while Tio Bruno flailed. 


Camilo settled down happily as Dolores got started on his. It was a familiar routine that 
helped relax him. Luisa was trying to half-heartedly save their Tio, but she wasn’t likely to be 
successful until the pair were finished. 


“You’re a menace,” Dolores whispered softly, tone fond now. 
“But you still love me,” he murmured back with a grin. 
“Always,” she gave him a soft smile. 


By the time Dolores was busy with his mascara, Isabela and Mirabel sat up and high-fived 
each other. 


Tio Bruno was pouting but they’d done a great job with his eyeliner. 


“I get to do the eyeshadow,” Dolores called without looking away from Camilo as she 
focused. 


“Yeah yeah,” Isabela waved her hand. 


“You are all as vicious as your mamas,” Tio muttered. 


“Gracias!” Everyone chimed together. 
He huffed out a quiet laugh and they'd take the small smile on his face as a win. 


A few hours later, it was like their old sleepovers again. There was laughter and teasing and 
lots of hugs. No one was avoiding each other or looking sad. 


So naturally, they ended up diving into more serious topics. 


"Isa?" Mirabel said quietly during a lull in the conversation. "Lo siento... for the engagement 
dinner..." 


Isabela's head snapped up and her guilt was clear for everyone to see. 
"No Mira," she hurried to say while the others stayed quiet. 


Camilo glanced at Tio Bruno to find him watching the girls hopefully. He'd probably noticed 
the weird behaviour too. 


Since he'd been... in the walls. That was still weird. 


"I should be apologising," Isabela sighed. "I was stressed and took it out on you. I was a 
bitch." She dropped her eyes and covered her face. "I don't even want to marry him." 


Dolores' head snapped up and Camilo choked on an arepa, prompting Tio Bruno to hit him on 
the back to help. 


"What?!" Dolores asked in shock. 
Luisa seemed equally as surprised. Only Tio Bruno didn't really. 


"Everyone... after Mariano’s mama brought it up the first time... the villagers wouldn't shut 
up about how good it would be for the family. And Abuela looked excited about it so-so-" 


"You said yes under pressure," Tio Bruno said quietly. 


Isabela flinched. "Sí," she dropped her hands with a sigh. "Not... not Abuela. She just seemed 
happy that I... found someone." 


"The villagers," Camilo said bitterly. 


Isabela nodded. "They never stopped talking about it. So when I got asked... I just said yes 
automatically." 


"And now you're avoiding him because it got too close to actually happening," Luisa said 
softly. 


Isabela didn't look up at them. 


"You've got to tell them Isa," Mirabel said quietly. "They think you're in love with Mariano." 


Isabela sighed. "I know. I just... I don't want to disappoint them...." 


"You won't," Tio Bruno assured. "They just want you to be happy. Properly happy. Not the 
village's version of happiness." 


She nodded slightly. "I'll talk to them in the morning," she decided. 
"Good," Mirabel nodded. 


Camilo leaned against Dolores as she still seemed to be in shock at the reveal. Tio Bruno also 
glanced at her worriedly, so he wasn't the only one who noticed. 


"Are you two okay now?" Luisa asked hopefully. "No more avoiding each other?" 


Mirabel and Isabela nodded sheepishly. Camilo was glad that they'd managed to work that 
out. But he didn't think he should mention Dolores yet. He'd talk to her privately later on. She 
was too good at hiding so their primas probably hadn't even noticed something was wrong 
with her. Only Zio Bruno seemed to have and he wasn't saying anything either. 


The next half an hour was filled with Mirabel asking their Tio questions as she excitedly got 
to know him. He was very anxious and nervous in the beginning, but Mirabel wore him down 
by being her bubbly self and he ended up smiling softly as he answered her questions. 


"So you met Cami before any of us did?" She asked and Camilo looked up at the sound of his 
name. He'd been half dozing against Dolores after another terrible night of sleep. So he was a 
little startled. 


Tio Bruno looked nervous again. 
"Um, si," he murmured, gaze darting towards Camilo. 


Dolores caught his hand before he could rub at his eyes sleepily. It was a bad habit of his 
when he wasn't quite awake. He'd forget about the makeup. 


He hummed. "I remember. Gracias. My arm really hurt." 
The girls scowled at the reminder of his broken arm and Tio Bruno winced. 
"I'm sorry I couldn't get you out of there," he apologised guiltily. 


Camilo shook his head though. "I wouldn't have left. I was a dumb kid who thought I could 
get them to love me." 


Dolores wrapped an arm around his shoulders while Tio Bruno looked pained. 


"You helped," Camilo said after a moment. "You gave me hope when I needed it. And it came 
true in the end. Mami and papi found me," he grinned a bit. "And I've got a great family 
now." 


Tio Bruno smiled a little at that. 


"I was glad to see you in Casita. And I'm glad you came home eventually." 


Camilo grinned back at him. He was excited to get to know the man who had helped him 
when no one else saw him. 


It wasn't long before he started drifting off again though and they all decided to get some 
sleep. 


Camilo cuddled up under his blankets and gripped Lola tightly as he begged for one peaceful 
night of sleep. 


He wasn't so lucky. 


Even without her Gift, Dolores was a light sleeper. So she woke up quickly when Camilo 
started whimpering. 


Still half-asleep, she reached over to shake her hermano by the shoulder. She bit her lip when 
he didn't wake up. It was easier when he woke up quickly. 


"Milo," she murmured, shaking him again. 
Her heart sank when he started thrashing. It was a bad one then. 
She caught his hands gently when he reached up to scratch at his throat frantically. 


When the first strangled cry left him, it woke the others and she pulled him against her chest 
to keep him from hurting himself. These nightmares were the worst because they couldn't 
wake him up easily. 


She whispered soothingly to him as he continued whimpering. 

"He's not waking up?" Isabela asked worriedly. 

Dolores shook her head, heart breaking at the frightened sounds her hermanito was making. 
"He's been having nightmares every night since... they got out," she whispered. 


Anger crossed their faces. They'd all been angry when those monsters were let out of jail. 
Camilo had been trying hard to act like he was fine but they'd all seen the fear growing in 
him again. 


Tio Bruno watched Camilo, expression pained. It was awful to watch and be helpless to do 
anything. 


Finally though, Camilo came awake with a gasp. Dolores was immediately soothing him 
gently, making sure Lola was solidly in his arms to ground him. 


"It’s okay, you're okay," she whispered. "You're safe Milo. It's just our primas and Tio Bruno 
with us. You're safe." 


Mirabel lit a candle to light up the room which always helped calm him down faster. 


After a few minutes, he was limp in her arms, breathing too fast, but aware and calmer. 
Dolores ran her fingers through his hair gently. 


"Do you want mama?" She asked softly. 


He twisted enough to bury his face in her shoulder and nodded. Definitely a bad one if he'd 
gone non-verbal. 


Mirabel jumped to her feet and ran out to fetch their parents while Dolores tried to keep him 
calm as he started shaking. 


Footsteps approached rapidly and her parents came rushing in, looking worried. 
"Cami," mama whispered as she crouched down beside them. 
Camilo twisted again and threw himself at her. 


"Oh baby," she murmured and held him close. She could immediately tell how bad it had 
been. 


The moment he was calm enough, papa leaned down and picked him up. He let out a quiet 
whine but didn't fight it as he was carried out of the room. 


Mama gave them a strained smile before following him. 

They all sat in silence for a beat before Isabela sighed. 

"I hate those people," she whispered. 

Dolores nodded in agreement. His nightmares had been so much rarer. But now... 


She hated it when Camilo looked so scared... 


Ambushed 


Chapter Notes 


Well, if you've read my other stories, you probably expected this lol. 
This story is fully written now and should be updated every day until it's finished. 


It had been a week and things were getting better. The annoying villagers were leaving them 
alone at last and Casita was properly under construction. Tio Bruno was getting used to being 
with the family again and Camilo had been able to get to know him along with Mirabel. 
Isabela had spoken to her parents and Abuela, and the engagement was off, leaving Mariano 
confused but accepting of her decision. He looked like a sad puppy though. 


Camilo also felt better in general, his anxiety simmering down to a manageable level. 


They must have been watching him though. Because the moment he stepped away from his 
family to run a quick errand, they struck. 


A large hand closed over his mouth when he was cutting through an alley to get back faster 
and a strong arm pinned his own to his sides as he struggled. 


"You're going to pay for everything, you fucking brat," the voice that haunted his nightmares 
snarled in his ear and Camilo froze. 


Ricardo. 


He started shaking as Valeria sidled into his view. She looked nothing like the put-together 
woman he'd grown up with. Jail had not been kind to her. 


"We'll make you regret everything, you ungrateful little shit," she spat. 
Suddenly, Camilo was forced to the ground and his right arm was yanked behind him and up. 
Too far too far- 


Camilo let out a muffled scream as his shoulder dislocated, agonising pain racing down his 
arm. He kicked frantically but Ricardo kept twisting and pulling, making it worse. 


When he finally let go of Camilo's arm, it fell back to the ground limply and the teenager was 
staring blankly ahead, in shock from the unexpected pain. 


"And that's just a taste of it," Ricardo sneered. 


Camilo let out a choked whimper when he was lifted and slung over the man's shoulder, all 
his focus taken up by the pain radiating down his arm and into his torso. 


He was going to be sick. 


The trip passed in a pain-filled haze and by the time Camilo was becoming coherent enough 
to realise that he needed to call for help, he was being thrown onto a wooden floor. His vision 
whited out for a moment as he landed on his injured arm and his stomach rebelled. He threw 
up violently, the motion jostling his arm further. 


It hurt so much. 
"Disgusting," Valeria sneered and a sharp shoe kicked brutally into his side. 


He could barely process everything. He wasn't used to being in pain anymore and the sudden 
onslaught was disorienting him. 


"That bitch isn't going to be able to hear you now brat," Ricardo grabbed him by the hair and 
forced him to meet his eyes. 


They looked wild, deranged. 
Camilo was terrified. This was every one of his nightmares come true. 
"Let's get started then, shall we?" 


Camilo's world dissolved into pain again as he was wrestled out of his ruana and shirt and he 
only came to when he was forced flat on his stomach, his good hand held down while 
Ricardo's other hand forced his torso flat to the ground. 


"No healing food to get rid of these scars," Valeria said, voice almost sweet. 


And then there was the cold bite of a knife sliding through the skin of his back and he 
screamed, trying to struggle. His thrashing stopped abruptly as his arm moved and he let out 
a pained moan, falling still again. 


"Good boy," Ricardo praised mockingly, letting go of his good arm now that he'd stopped 
moving again. He kept his hand pressed harshly into Camilo's upper back while Valeria 
continued carving what he realised were letters into his back. 


"Can you guess what your mama is writing?" Ricardo mocked as cigar smoke filled the air. 
Camilo stirred. "Not my mama," he gritted out. 


He should have expected the burning press of the cigar against the back of his neck and he let 
out a pained cry, old instincts forcing his muscles still at the remembered pain. 


"Don't be rude. Now guess what your mama is carving into your back." 


He pressed the cigar to Camilo's neck when he stayed silent and he gritted his teeth as the 
pain only got worse. 


"I don't know I don't know!" He rushed out when it got too much. 


The whole time Valeria kept cutting into his skin and he could feel blood running down his 
sides. 


"Guess the letters," Ricardo ordered and there was a third press of the cigar. 
Camilo dragged in a ragged breath and tried to focus on the knife's movements. 
"R," he choked out and flinched as Ricardo patted his hair mockingly. 


"Next one," he ordered as the knife lifted to start a new letter. He wasn't even sure how many 
letters had been finished already. 


Camilo let out a sob, tears running down his face. His makeup must be running since they 
hadn't been able to find waterproof supplies yet. He couldn't hide it from the man holding 
him down though. 


Ricardo dragged his head up by his hair and scoffed. 
"Two years and you turn into a girl," he sneered. "What's this shit?" 


He brought his cigar dangerously close to Camilo's eyes and he tried to shrink back from the 
heat. 


"Pathetic," Ricardo spat. "What kind of boy are you?" 

The cigar lowered only to press to his neck again. 

"Next letter." 

"T," he hissed and tried to arch his back away from the knife. 
Ricardo only pressed him down harder. 


It continued on like that with Camilo getting another burn whenever he took too long or got 
the letter wrong. 


"H!" And a deep cut on the last stroke. 

"L," and his back was burning, blood pooling under him. 

"E," he sobbed when he got a burn for taking too long with that one. 

He choked out the answer when he realised what Valeria was carving into him. 


"Worthless," he cried out as the 's' was started deeper than the rest. 


"At least you still remember what you are," Ricardo laughed. 
But the burns stopped at least and he focused on his breathing as the last letters were finished. 


He heard Valeria stand up but Ricardo kept him pinned and he dreaded whatever was coming 
next. 


A raw scream ripped from his throat as a bottle of alcohol was emptied over his back, the 
cuts burning like they'd been lit on fire. Ricardo kept him still until the bottle was completely 
empty and violent shaking had taken over his body, jostling his arm slightly. 


Finally, Ricardo let up on his back. 


"Now for your timeout before the rest of your punishment. Can't have you dying from shock 
yet," Ricardo hauled him upright and Camilo frantically grabbed at his dislocated arm to keep 
it still as he was moved. 


A dirty rag was shoved into his mouth and Camilo's eyes widened as Valeria handed Ricardo 
a roll of barbed wire. 


They traded so that Valeria was holding him up by his uninjured shoulder, nails digging into 
his skin while she kept his head up by a fistful of hair. 


He let out a frightened whine as Ricardo grinned wickedly at him. 


The man secured the rag in place by wrapping the wire around Camilo's head tightly. It dug 
into his cheeks painfully and tangled in his curls. 


Then Ricardo threw him over his shoulder again and Camilo's scream was muffled as his arm 
moved again. He shivered in the hold until he was dropped on the floor again. He almost 
passed out this time and only became aware when something dug into his neck. He 
whimpered as Ricardo made what was essentially a barbed wire leash and attached it high up 
on the wall. 


"You think on your behaviour now," Valeria said severely. "And try and be more grateful." 


"And don't expect a rescue," Ricardo sneered. "I doubt they'll even notice the pity case going 
missing for a few days." 


Camilo carefully kept his gaze down and waited until the door slammed shut and locked. 
He lifted his head to look around when he was sure they were gone. 


The teenager shuddered when he realised that he was in the shed with its blacked-out 
windows. Despite the noon sunlight, it was dark in the small space. It always was. The smell 
of alcohol filled the room and his stomach rolled. He hated that smell. 


Moving carefully, he cradled his arm against his body and leaned against the wall with his 
uninjured shoulder as he took stock of himself. 


The barbed wire was ripping deeper with every small movement he made. His back felt like it 
was on fire and the alcohol had him shivering in the cold shed. His ribs hurt as well where 
Valeria had kicked him. 


He closed his eyes and let out a shaky breath through his nose. It shouldn't take long. He 
knew his parents would notice within an hour of his disappearance, regardless of what those 


two believed. 


They'd notice. And they'd tear the town apart to find him. These two had been idiots to bring 
him back here. 


His parents would find him. He just hoped they wouldn't get hurt in the process. Ricardo and 
Valeria were unhinged now... 


There was no way he could get the gag out on his own with the way the wire was twisted, so 
he had no choice but to wait. He carefully leaned his head against the wall and focused on his 
breathing, trying to ignore the pain. 


He wasn't sure how much time passed before he heard something outside. 
"Cami?!" His mami called frantically. 


Tears fell down his cheeks. He was going to be okay. 


Rescue 


When Camilo didn't return within half an hour, they got worried. He'd been sticking close to 
the family since Antonio's birthday. 


Something was wrong. 


After not finding him after fifteen minutes of searching and asking around, they started to 
panic. 


"What if those people got him?" Mirabel asked fearfully. 


Pepa and Felix looked at each. They were about to find out. And those two would know hell 
on earth if they'd touched their hijo. 


They made their way to the house they knew Camilo still avoided going near and Felix 
pounded on the door while Pepa stood tensely behind him. 


When Valeria opened the door, he was sure he saw a flash of fear cross her face. 
"What do you want?" She spat. 

Pepa left all manners behind and shoved past her into the house. 

And came to an abrupt stop. 


Felix rushed after her and gasped. Camilo's ruana and shirt had been tossed carelessly to the 
side of the room. And in the middle of the floor was a large pool of blood. 


Pepa spun around and near attacked Valeria, forcing her against the wall. 
"Where is he?!" She snarled. 


Felix heard footsteps and turned in time to throw a punch into Ricardo's face. There was a 
satisfying crunch as his nose broke under the force. 


As Valeria stammered excuses, Pepa reared back her fist and slammed it into the bitch's face. 


She definitely broke the woman's cheekbone. They should never have assumed that they were 
safe with Pepa's Gift gone. She was dangerous without it already. She hardly needed magic to 
protect their niño. 


"Where is he?" Felix demanded, glaring at Ricardo. 


The bastard stayed silent and just glared at him. Felix punched him again before 
remembering something. 


Camilo had mentioned the shed before. Spoken about being locked in there as punishment. 


"Give me the key," he ordered. "Give me the key to the shed before I make you bleed like 
that," he pointed at the pool of blood on the floor. 


Ricardo's eyes widened after a moment as he realised how serious Felix was being. After a 
long moment of hesitation, he pulled out a small key from his pocket. Felix snatched it and 
slammed another punch into the bastard's face, sending him sprawling on his back. He 
deserved that and so much more. Behind him, Pepa did the same with Valeria (and she kicked 
the woman for good measure) before following him out and around the back of the house. 


"Cami?!" Pepa called frantically as they approached the shed hurriedly. 


Felix was already reaching for the lock and turning the key, pulling it free from the door 
before he'd even properly stopped running. 


He threw the door open and his heart just about stopped. 


Camilo was blinking blearily up at them. He was shirtless and holding his right arm gingerly. 
There was something clearly wrong with his shoulder. A gag was secured in his mouth with 
barbed wire and blood ran down his cheeks and chin. Another coil of wire wrapped around 
his throat like a fucking leash, keeping him close to the far wall. 


Tears had spread his eyeliner and mascara down his face and he looked like an absolute 
wreck. 


But there was relief shining in his eyes as he stared up at them. 
"Cami!" Pepa raced into the small room and dropped to her knees in front of him. 


Her hands fluttered around for a moment as she tried to find somewhere safe to touch him. 
Eventually, she tentatively rested her hand on the arm that didn't look hurt. 


"Mi sol, baby, mijo," she whispered, pained. "You're okay. We've got you. You're safe now." 


Felix looked around and grabbed wire clippers from a shelf before he joined his wife who 
was murmuring soothingly to their hijo. 


"Hey Cami," he gave the boy a strained smile. "Let's get this off you, okay?" 


Camilo gave a tiny nod and Felix carefully moved around so that he was next to his hijo 
while Pepa stayed in front of him to comfort the teenager. 


Felix leaned towards the wall to try and get a good look at the wires, but something else 
caught his attention. Camilo’s lower back was covered in blood. He couldn’t see properly in 
the dim light, but he had a horrible feeling that he could see cuts of some kind... 


Shaking his head and forcing himself to focus, Felix cut through the wire trapping him by the 
wall first before carefully making his way around the rest, snipping it into more manageable 
pieces. Then Pepa helped him to slowly pull them away from Camilo’s skin. He tried to hide 
his flinches but Felix could still see the pain his hijo was in. And he hated it. He paused every 
so often to reassure Camilo before continuing. Eventually, they managed to get the wire off 


his face and Pepa worked on getting the last few pieces out of his hair while Felix pulled the 
gag out. 


“Mami, papi,” he gasped the moment he could. His voice sounded raw and Felix didn’t doubt 
that he’d been screaming. 


“It’s okay Cami, we’ve got you,” he assured. 
“I know,” Camilo gave him a weak smile. “You’ve always got me.” 
“I’m so sorry we weren’t there mijo,” Pepa said, voice near broken with guilt. 


“No mami!” Camilo was quick to argue. “They were waiting. It would have happened 
anyway. They thought you wouldn’t notice though.” 


Pepa scoffed as she pulled the last pieces out of his hair. “They’re idiots.” 


“I knew you’d find me,” Camilo said confidently and Felix gave him a weak smile. Their boy 
had come such a long way in the last two years. 


“Can you tell us where you’re hurt?” he asked gently as he worked on the rest of the wire. 


Camilo glanced down at his arm first. “He dislocated my arm,” he admitted quietly. “And I 
think she bruised my ribs.” He hesitated and leaned into Pepa’s hand as she brushed his hair 
out of his face. “She carved a word into my back,” he whispered. “Worthless...” 


“T’m going to kill her,” Pepa hissed. If she still had her Gift, there’d be a hurricane 
happening. Centred on the house those two monsters were in. 


“They poured alcohol on it,” he added softly, sounding drained now. 


Felix’ heart dropped. They’d scarred him specifically since Julieta’s Gift was gone... Making 
it as painful as they possibly could. What was wrong with them? 


“Oh baby...” Pepa clearly wanted nothing more than to pull him into a hug, but she didn’t 
want to accidentally hurt him. So she settled for resting her hand on his uninjured arm again. 


“What’s going to happen to them?” Camilo asked quietly as Felix slowly removed the wire 
from around his neck. His blood boiled at the sight of the burn marks on his throat. There 
were so many... 


“Jail,” he answered immediately. “They’ll go right back to jail. And they won’t get out this 
time.” 


“What if the villagers-” 


Pepa cut Camilo off. “If the villagers try and take their side or be lenient, we’re leaving the 
Encanto.” 


Camilo looked up at her in shock and she gave him a soft smile. 


“We won’t stay somewhere that’s dangerous for our hijo.” 


He sniffled and blinked back tears while Pepa carefully tried to wipe the ruined makeup and 
tears already on his cheeks away. 


“Okay,” Felix took a deep breath. “We need to get your arm fixed up before we can move 
mijo.” 


Camilo winced and swallowed hard before nodding. Felix felt sick at the thought of causing 
his hijo more pain, but he knew how bad dislocated shoulders could be. It would be worse if 
left alone. He’d set these injuries more than once since Julieta’s food only worked once the 
shoulder joint was back in place. 


He carefully got Camilo to move and gently took his injured arm. The teenager grit his teeth 
at the movement before taking a deep breath and grabbing Pepa’s hand. She squeezed it 
gently in both of hers and murmured soothingly. 


Knowing better than to draw it out, Felix moved quickly, popping the shoulder back into 
place while Camilo was distracted. His pained scream would haunt Felix for a while and he 
hurried to soothe him along with his wife. 


“Lo siento Cami. It’s better when it’s unexpected so you don’t tense up,” he apologised, 
feeling terrible. 


Camilo tried to blink the tears back again but a few escaped and Pepa gently wiped them 
away. When he got his breath back, Felix used Camilo’s shirt as a makeshift sling after 
retrieving it from the house with his ruana. (And getting another punch in on Ricardo who'd 
been trying to stand up. Valeria was out cold from Pepa's punch.) With his arm properly 
secured, they managed to move their hijo enough that he was more in the light. 


Felix almost threw up when he got a good look at Camilo’s back. The cuts were jagged and 
deep, forming letters that clearly spelled out that awful insult. That would scar, without a 
doubt. Hell, it was going to need stitches to heal at all. 


Felix was dragged from his thoughts when Camilo moved his good arm to grab his hand. 


“I’m okay,” he insisted, despite being covered in blood. “It was scary and... it hurt. But it 
was different this time. Because I knew you’d find me and save me.” 


Pepa choked back a sob as she pulled Camilo closer so he could rest against her shoulder 
while Felix examined the cuts properly. 


“We'll always find you Cami,” Pepa promised. 
“T know,” he whispered. “And that’s why I knew everything would be okay.” 


Camilo had come so far from the frightened boy those monsters had beaten down. He hadn’t 
broken under the sudden attack. He’d survived it and held on with the firm belief that they’d 
find him. 


Felix couldn’t be prouder of his hijo. 


After checking his back over properly, Felix gently rested his hand on Camilo’s upper back 
where it seemed clear of injuries. The cuts weren’t bleeding anymore at least. 


“These need stitches,” he said gently. “We need to get you to your Tia.” 


Camilo nodded tiredly and sat up straight with a wince. Working together, they got the 
teenager’s ruana over his head, giving him some form of cover from prying eyes, before 
carefully helping him to his feet. Carrying him with his injuries would be too difficult, but he 
was already swaying on his feet. 


“Do you think you can walk?” Pepa asked him worriedly, hands helping to steady him by his 
shoulder and side. 


Camilo nodded. "I can make it back to the church," he insisted. 


Reluctantly, they started the trip back. Felix just knew that things were going to be difficult 
for a while. Camilo would need to recover the non-magical way and despite his confidence, 
this experience had only traumatised him further. 


He was going to need a lot of healing. But they'd be right there through it all. He looked 
down at Camilo when he managed to make Pepa laugh at something he said and smiled to 
himself. 


Camilo would be just fine with some love and support. They had a strong hijo. 


Healing 


As much as Felix wanted to stay by Camilo's side after everything, he had to leave to deal 
with Ricardo and Valeria. So it was Pepa holding his hand while Julieta stitched up the deep 
cuts on his back. 


They could both tell that the teenager was trying his best not to make noise, but some still 
slipped free and he was holding Pepa's hand in a death grip. She murmured soothingly to 
him, keeping her free hand resting on top of his. 


"You're doing so well Cami," she whispered as another pained hiss escaped him. "Just a little 
bit more." 


He blinked back tears as he stared back at her and her heart ached. They should have reached 
him earlier, should have been there when those bastards attacked him again. 


But they weren't. So now all she could do was sit here and comfort her hijo through this. 


"That's the last of it," Julieta assured after a few more minutes, reaching up to pat Camilo’s 
uninjured shoulder. "You did great, Cami." 


He let out a quiet sigh of relief that it was over. He looked exhausted. 


Julieta cleaned the rest of the cuts before she wrapped his torso and neck in bandages. After 
taping some gauze to the cuts on his cheeks, she double-checked his arm before finally 
stepping back. 


As soon as she was finished, Pepa sat on the bed next to him and coaxed him into leaning on 
her with his good side. His head dropped onto her shoulder and she took a hold of his good 
hand again. 


"You did so well mijo," she praised quietly as he trembled against her. He'd gone non-verbal 
again and it was worrying her. 


They looked up when the door opened and Bruno came in with a tray of food. 


"Think you can eat something for me Cami?" Pepa asked and Camilo reluctantly straightened 
up again. 


They put the tray in his lap and Pepa stayed close while he slowly ate the food. Julieta left to 
throw away the used medical supplies and Bruno hesitated until Pepa gestured for him to sit 
on the bed with them. 


Camilo looked up when he sat down and Bruno gave him a nervous smile. 


"Luisa had to hold Dolores and Isabela back from storming the jail to attack them." 


Camilo blinked in surprise before smirking slightly. His hermana and prima were protective 
and he was well aware of it. 


Pepa was just relieved to see a smile of any kind on her hijo's face right now. 


She knew that the others wanted to come and check on Camilo, but they'd needed privacy to 
take care of his injuries. So they'd distracted themselves while they waited. 


"They're not getting out of jail this time," Bruno said quietly, making Camilo look at him 
quizzically. "Abuela is already pushing for a life sentence this time." 


Camilo swallowed hard and went back to leaning on his mamá. Pepa took his hand again to 
try and soothe him. 


"I'm so sorry they got you again Cami," Pepa whispered. "We should have been there." 


Camilo shook his head and made a disagreeing noise in his throat. He twisted his hand so that 
he could squeeze hers. 


She smiled weakly and pressed a kiss into his hair. 
"Do you want to try and sleep?" She asked gently. 


He nodded a little and between the two adults, they managed to get him lying down on his 
good side with his head in Pepa's lap. He couldn't put much pressure on his back or arm yet. 


Bruno slipped out again as Pepa started singing softly, fingers brushing through his hair and 
avoiding the cuts at the back of his head. 


She was there as he fell asleep and she was there when he woke from a nightmare. 


She wasn't leaving him. 


"M fine 'lores," Camilo mumbled sleepily as his hermana fussed over his pillows and 
blankets. 


He'd eventually found a position after a couple of days that was comfortable enough to sleep 
in as long as he had a few pillows propping his head up. 


He watched Dolores stress and fuss out of the corner of his eye and huffed. 
After a couple of tries, he caught her wrist and tugged slightly. 

"Be my pillow." 

"Cami... I don't want to hurt you," she fretted. 


He tugged lightly again. 


"You won't." 


She bit her lip, still hesitating, before carefully climbing up onto the bed. Camilo waited until 
she was settled before he moved, suppressing a flinch. But he hummed happily when he had 
his head in her lap. Her fingers automatically ran through his curls and he relaxed. 


Pillows were good but his family was better. Abuela had made his parents go rest so that was 
why Dolores was sitting with him instead. 


She lightly placed a hand on his upper back and rubbed at the tense muscles gently, drawing a 
happy hum from him again. 


"I wish I'd heard you..." she whispered. 


He shifted enough that he could look up at her. She looked like she wanted to cry as her 
fingers brushed the edge of the bandages. 


"It's not your fault," he reminded. "They planned it." 
She bit her lip, meeting his eyes. 
"It's going to scar Milo," she said brokenly. 


"I know," he murmured. "But I know it's a lie. And mami and papi saved me before it got too 
bad. I'm okay Dolores. I promise. I'm not hiding it. It was... it was scary. And it hurt. But I'm 
used to the scars." 


"I wish you weren't," she whispered. 


He thought about the letters carved into his back. It was upsetting to have such vivid scars 
again. The others had faded to faint lines by now. 


But it was also a reminder that while they'd managed to hurt him again, his parents would 
always find him. 


And that was more than enough for him. 

"I'm okay," he told her gently. "But I like the extra cuddles." 

Her lips quirked into a small smile and she settled her hand in his hair again. 
"I'll always give you all the cuddles you want." 

He snuggled a little closer and yawned. 

"Sleep Milo. I'm staying right here." 


He hummed softly, letting his eyes close. He knew the nightmares would be bad for a while, 
but he wouldn't be alone in dealing with them. 


He fell asleep to soft humming and woke from a nightmare with a gasp to gentle touches and 
calming words. His hermana soothed him right back to sleep. 


"How are you?" Tio Bruno asked. 


He was sitting with Camilo while his parents dealt with everything with Ricardo and Valeria. 
Dolores had been chased off to get some rest so his Tio had offered to stay with him since 
everyone else was working on the rebuilding of Casita. 


"Bored," Camilo grumbled, shoving his face into his pillow. The cuts on his cheeks stung but 
it wasn't too bad. 


Tio Bruno chuckled. 
"Well, how about a story?" He offered. 


He was still nervous about social things, but he was getting better and was talking to Camilo 
more. 


The teenager peered over the edge of the pillow. 

"Dolores said you tell the best stories." 

He gave a nervous chuckle. "I think I'm pretty okay." 

Camilo nodded. He wanted to hear one. 

He completely forgot about his boredom when Tio Bruno started talking. 


Camilo enjoyed telling stories. But Tio Bruno was a master at it. The teenager found himself 
captivated by the tale. 


By the time the story was over, Camilo was blinking sleepily. Tio Bruno squeezed his hand 
lightly but the teenager didn't let him pull back, gripping his hand. 


"Gracias Tio," he mumbled. 
"De nada sobrino," he murmured. "You're doing great, you know? Making everyone proud." 


Camilo quirked a smile. "Got the best family," he said, letting his eyes slide shut. "Course I'm 
great." 


Tio Bruno chuckled softly. 


"It's all you Cami," he said quietly as the teenager drifted off. 


Coming Home 


"I wanna help," Camilo whined and pouted when his mami chuckled. 


"If you climb out of this bed to work, your Tia will tie you to it," she pointed out in 
amusement. 


Camilo grimaced. Yeah... she would. 
He slumped against the pillows with a huff. 
"I'm bored." 


She laughed again and moved to sit on the edge of the bed, brushing his hair out of his face. 
He'd need a haircut soon. 


"How about this?" She offered and he perked up hopefully. "No working. But we'll go for a 
short walk in town?" 


Camilo nodded eagerly. Anything to get some fresh air. 
"If you get tired or sore, you tell me immediately," she warned. 


He agreed quickly and let her help him into his ruana and shoes. His arm was still too sore to 
really use so it was in a sling most of the time. His back still hurt a lot and he couldn't put 
pressure on it but his ribs were okay. Still sore but bearable. The various cuts from the barbed 
wire were more annoying than anything else and he just had to be careful of the burns on his 
neck. 


His legs were fine. He just needed to get out of this room before he went crazy. 
He stumbled a bit as he stood up, but after mami steadied him he was fine. 


Camilo took a dramatic gulp of air once they were outside, succeeding in making his mami 
snort in amusement. 


"Where did you get those dramatics?" She asked as they started walking. 
"You and papi," Camilo answered without hesitation. 

She rolled her eyes fondly. "Where do you want to go?" 

Camilo thought about it for a moment. "Can we go see Arlo?" 

He hadn't seen the grouchy man since the day Casita fell. 


Mami nodded in agreement and took his hand as they headed towards the market. He didn’t 
mind. It helped to have that anchor. He didn’t want to admit that his heart sped up now that 


he was out of the safety of that recovery room. He edged closer to his mami as they walked. 
He really had been bored though and it was great to be outside again. 

He was just frustrated that that old anxiety of being in town was back again. He felt watched. 
Unsafe. 


Mami squeezed his hand and he looked up at her automatically, finding her looking 
concerned. He gave her a shaky smile. He was okay, especially around her. Papi had told him 
about how she’d broken Valeria’s cheekbone and then knocked her out. 


He had the coolest mami. 


While she helped a lot, the villagers did not. He could practically feel them staring at him as 
they walked past and he just knew they were gossiping. It made him self-conscious of the 
obvious injuries he was still sporting. 


The cuts on his back burned, like they could see it through his ruana and shirt. 


His mami squeezed his hand again and he edged closer, leaning his head on her arm. Why 
couldn’t they leave him alone? Not stare at him like he was the latest source of entertainment. 


He was relieved when they reached Arlo’s stall, ducking inside quickly. Camilo grimaced to 
himself when he saw that someone else was already here. He was pretty sure she was one of 
the ladies he babysat for sometimes. She’d had a lot of arguments with his parents before 
when they said no since it was his off day and he had other plans. 


She looked startled when she spotted them and Camilo had to fight the urge to hide behind 
his mami when her gaze landed on him. 


“Hola nino,” Arlo greeted, glancing up at them. “They finally let you out of prison?” 
His comment drew a snicker from Camilo while his mami sighed. 

“T had to fight for freedom,” he informed Arlo who smirked. 

Mami rolled her eyes. “I’ve found the bad influence,” she said dryly. 


Arlo just laughed at her and Camilo found himself smiling. This felt normal and he really 
needed some normal in his life right now. 


“What are you carving?” he asked, leaning forward to try and get a better look. He didn’t feel 
quite ready to move away from his mami yet. 


Especially not with the villager still watching him. 


“A cat today,” Arlo answered without looking up. “Gloria, have you forgotten how rude it is 
to stare at people?” 


The woman flushed and looked away at the clear reprimand. 
“I just- I was-” 

“Being rude,” Arlo cut off her protests. 

“You can’t blame me for-” 

“Yeah I can. He’s hurt, not a sideshow attraction. Out.” 


Mami snorted as Gloria fled the stall, clearly embarrassed. She ran her fingers through his 
hair before letting go of his hand to go look at the carvings. 


Feeling a lot better now that the villager was gone, Camilo moved over to get a better look at 
Arlo’s carving. 


It wasn’t long before he’d settled down in a spare chair as Arlo explained some tricks he was 
using with the delicate features of the figurine. 


Camilo wished he could work on his own, but the family had been really struggling to find 
their things in the rubble. Things just seemed to be missing and his carving set was among 
them. 


Not like he could carve right now with his arm like this. But he still missed it. 


He was glad to be visiting Arlo though and it wasn’t long before the grumpy man had him 
laughing as he poked and prodded at him teasingly, getting gruff responses most of the time. 


His mami stayed nearby and watched anyone that entered the stall. Camilo usually went quiet 
when someone came in but if they seemed to be lingering to be nosy, Arlo chased them off 
pretty quickly. 


It was nice to feel normal for a bit. 


Camilo was still grumpy over the fact that he hadn’t been able to help much with the 
rebuilding, but he was glad that they were going to be able to go home. 


Well... not to Casita. But it would be better than the church. 


His arm and back were still giving him problems but the rest of his injuries were looking 
better. He’d already resigned himself to dealing with more scars. There wasn’t anything he 
could really do about it anyway. 


He was just happy that he’d have his own room again. And their family was complete again 
since Tio Bruno was back. Camilo had been getting to know him and the man was awesome. 
He was looking forward to getting to know him even more. 


After everything he’d seen, it really shouldn’t have surprised Camilo when the magic came 
surging back after Mirabel put the doorknob in place. Casita came alive again as the Gifts 


rushed back and Camilo found himself grinning widely. 


The tiles clattered excitedly under their feet, the sun was shining brightly and plants were 
rapidly filling the pots in the courtyard. Animals flocked back to the house and Antonio was 
racing around excitedly while Dolores watched him fondly, covering her ears. 


Mariano was with her, which was interesting. They’d become friends after everything since 
Mariano was eager to help them all, despite the broken engagement. 


Camilo smirked to himself when he saw the man help cover Dolores’ ears when Antonio got 
a little too loud. They seemed awfully close... 


And then Tia was shoving an arepa in his mouth and how did she make it that quickly? 


It was a relief to feel the aches fade though and he was more than happy to get rid of the 
sling. He wouldn’t know whether they’d scarred already until he got in front of a mirror, but 
that was a later problem. Right now, everyone was smiling and happy and Camilo was 
grinning along with all of them. 


It felt great to be home. 


Acceptance 


Camilo knew that Dolores woke up the moment he opened the door. Just like he knew she’d 
identified him already from just his heartbeat. 


She didn’t say anything as he shuffled into her room, Lola held tight to his chest. She just 
lifted the blankets in invitation and he quickly scrambled under them. 


“Nightmare?” she asked quietly as she pulled him close in a tight hug. 


It was great to be getting proper hugs again. Everyone had been worried about aggravating 
one of his injuries the last few weeks which had left him missing the tight, secure hugs he 
was used to. 


He shook his head in answer to her question. “Can’t sleep,” he admitted quietly. 


Which was dumb. His room was back, his safe space. All his things magically intact despite 
everything. 


But he still felt restless. 


There were so many thoughts tumbling around in his head that he couldn’t even hope for 
sleep right now. 


“Can I help?” Dolores asked gently. He knew she’d offer whatever he needed. Whether it was 
advice, someone to listen to him or just the comfort of hugs and cuddles. 


He let out a quiet breath. 

“T haven’t been able to make myself check,” he admitted. 

She made a questioning noise. 

“For scars,” he clarified. “It’s dumb but I just... can’t make myself check.” 


“It’s not dumb,” she scolded lightly. “It’s normal to not want them and to be nervous about 
finding them there.” 


He bit his lip. “Can you check?” he asked in a rush. 


Dolores was just calm about things like this in a way their parents weren’t. Sure, she got 
upset and sad, but he needed someone who could be calm about this to help. 


“Of course,” she agreed, already sitting up. The lights in the room came on automatically. 


Camilo took a deep breath before rolling onto his stomach, propping his chin up on Lola in 
his crossed arms. 


It was great to be able to use his right arm again. 
He felt her fingers gently brush over his cheeks and neck, going still to make it easier. 


“The cuts on your cheeks are gone completely,” she assured him. “And the new burns on 
your neck are gone. I can only see the faint scars from the old ones. They’re barely visible 
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now. 


That was a relief. He’d been worried that he was going to have a more visible scar from the 
barbed wire and then the villagers would stare even more. 


“PI check your back now?” she offered and he nodded, unable to help tensing up. 
It shouldn’t matter. It didn’t matter. The word was a lie anyway. 


He just... really didn’t want another reminder of those two on his body. He didn’t want the 
scar of one of their favourite insults with him for years as he waited for his Tia s food to make 
it fade. 


He waited anxiously as she pulled up his shirt and gentle fingers ghosted over his lower back. 
“They’re gone,” she said simply, sounding happy. 

Camilo just went limp with relief. They hadn’t managed to give him more scars. 
Beyond the mental ones anyway. 

Dolores pulled his shirt back down and rubbed his back soothingly. 

"Something else is bothering you," she said quietly. 

He really couldn't hide anything from her. 

"They're gone," he mumbled into his toy. 

"Sí," she agreed. "A life sentence. They won't get out again." 

He moved enough to peer up at her through his hair. 

"It shouldn’t matter," he muttered. "It shouldn't. But it still- I still-" 


She rubbed his back lightly, waiting patiently for him to work his way through his words. His 
old difficulty with talking always resurfaced when he got anxious or overwhelmed. 


"I feel- there was a small part of me that was just... waiting for them to take me away," he 
finally said, voice quiet. "I didn't even realise there was a part of me that expected it. And I 
don't know why cause I know our parents would never let it happen. You wouldn't, Isa 
wouldn't. Our family would stop them. But a part of me was still... waiting. To lose 
everything." 


He squeaked when he was hauled up into a hug, but quickly adjusted, tucking his face into 
her shoulder. 


"It's not weird Milo," Dolores whispered. "They had you for thirteen years hermano. We've 
only had you for a fraction of that time. Two years isn't a lot compared to that. And the whole 
time you were with them, you were used to them getting what they wanted while you were 
left hurt or sad. It's not weird that a part of you was waiting for it all to happen all over again. 
They conditioned you Milo. They conditioned you into believing that they would always win 
so there wasn't a point in fighting them." 


He blinked back tears and stayed quiet. 
"No one's going to be upset with you for carrying that fear with you." 
Leave it to Dolores to find the heart of the matter without him saying anything. 


"And you never let that fear control you either," he could hear the smile in her voice. "You 
embraced your new life with open arms. You never let it hold you back." 


He sighed. "I did a little. I didn't even realise it." 
He turned his head a little to the side. 


"A part of me was waiting for this all to end. I don't think... unconsciously I don't think I 
fully accepted that I was a Madrigal. The villagers didn't help." 


She huffed at the mention of the villagers who brought up the fact that he was adopted way 
too often. 


"And now?" She asked quietly. 
He was silent for a moment. 


"It's gone," he whispered. "Just like them. They did take me away but mami and papi found 
me in under an hour. Without the magic, without the Gifts. They still found me. And now... 
those two don't really seem all that scary anymore." 


"Mama did break her face," Dolores said lightly and he snorted in amusement. 


"She did," he agreed. "When they had me... I was scared. But at the same time, I realised that 
I didn't doubt that our parents would find me. Not for a second. Even without the magic. And 
when they did... that part of me disappeared too. Because... what was I worried about?" 


"No matter what happens, we will always find you and bring you home," she murmured. 
She pulled him back enough to cup his face in her hands. 


"Blood does not matter Milo. In this family, love is everything. And we love you so much." 
He blinked back tears again as he stared up at her. "You are my hermanito and nothing is 


going to change that. Everyone in this family adores you. You belong here, with us. This is 
your home. Those people have no claim to you anymore. They lost all rights to you." 


She smiled softly at him, gently wiping away the escaping tears. 


"You're my family. My mischievous hermano who makes the clouds go away and loves to 
dance. Our camaleon who loves children and telling stories. You are Camilo Madrigal. And 
nothing will ever change that." 


He let out a shaky breath. It wasn't anything he hadn't heard before but... it hit different 
tonight. With that part of him that doubted everything finally gone... it felt real. 


"Gracias," he whispered. 

"Always," Dolores murmured. "Do you want to sleep here?" 

He nodded tiredly, feeling the day's activity finally catching up with him. 

She rearranged them both so that he could curl up in her arms, Lola squashed between them. 
Camilo fell asleep with a smile on his face. 


He was home. 


Both siblings startled awake when the door flew open in the morning. Camilo blearily glared 
over to find Mirabel panting in the doorway and Dolores sat up. 


"Mira?" She asked in concern. 
"Cami! Come quick!" She sounded torn between being frantic and excited. 
He groaned as she grabbed his arm and pulled. 


"It's early," he complained as she dragged him out of the bed while Dolores watched in 
bemusement. "What is it?" 


"It's your door Cami!" 

He gave her an odd look from his place on the floor. "What about my door?" 
She didn't answer, forcing him to his feet and out of the room. 

"Mira what-" 


The words died in his throat as he turned to find the family gathered around and staring at his 
door. 


His... glowing door. 


A Gift 


"What?" Camilo whispered weakly as he stared at the soft glow. It looked exactly like 
Antonio's did on his birthday. 


Behind him, Dolores gasped and their parents hurried up to them. They looked as confused as 
he felt. 


"I don't understand," Camilo said quietly, staring blankly as his parents reached him, his 
mami pulling him into a hug. 


A gentle hand caught his chin and he looked up at his hermana. 


"Remember our talk last night?" She asked. "I think this might be because of that. There was 
a mental block and now it's gone." 


He stared up at her in shock. It made sense but... this couldn't be happening. Could it? 
"The magic's in the Madrigal blood," he whispered. 
His mami replaced Dolores and smiled at him even as her eyes sparkled with tears. 


"The magic is for the Madrigals," she told him quietly. "I don't think blood has anything to do 
with it." 


"Every nino in the family gets a Gift," Abuela said from where she was watching the door. 
She smiled at him when he looked at her with wide eyes. "Born into it or not, you are a child 
of a Madrigal. I think this is long overdue, don't you?" 


She was holding the candle and Camilo still felt... shocked. 
Was this actually happening? 


His mami pressed a kiss to his hair before moving to the side and taking his hand. His papi 
did the same on his other side. 


"You ready mijo?" He asked gently. 
Camilo could only manage a mute nod, still disbelieving of what was happening. 


They walked him over to the light and he was sure the glow brightened as he got closer until 
he stood in front of the door that had been his safe space for two years. The room his parents 
gave him out of love and the place he'd missed the entire time Casita was being rebuilt. 


Was this real? Was he dreaming? 


His mami ran her fingers through his hair. 


"We're right here Cami," she murmured. 
He knew that. They were always there, always ready to offer a helping hand. 


He took a shaky breath and glanced over his shoulder to find everyone watching him 
excitedly. Mirabel and Antonio were practically bouncing in place. 


This was his family and home. And he wasn't scared of being taken away from them 
anymore. 


He faced the door again and took another breath, this one a little steadier. 
Whatever happened, it wasn't going to change a thing. 
He'd still be Camilo Madrigal. 


Letting go of his parents' hands, he took a hesitant step closer. He could feel the warmth of 
the magic from here and, like on Antonio's birthday, his chest felt strangely empty again. 


Tentatively, he lifted a hand and reached out for the doorknob. The moment he touched the 
metal, the light brightened to blinding levels and warmth shot down his arm and into his 
chest, making him gasp. 


He had to cover his eyes with his other arm since he couldn't quite make himself let go of the 
doorknob. It felt nice. Like when he got hugs from his family. 


Gradually, the light dimmed again and he lowered his arm to find his door glowing like 
everyone else's, a new carving in place. 


He didn't get a chance to try and decipher it since Mirabel spoke from right behind him. 


"What is it? What's it mean?" She asked excitedly and Camilo yelped in fright, jumping 
forward against the door. 


The strangest thing happened though. He felt his body... change. It was only briefly, but for a 
moment he felt like he was in another body before he spun around to face her. 


"Don't do that!" He complained. 

He still got jumpy when people were unexpectedly behind him. 

She gave him a sheepish smile in apology. 

"But that was cool!" She gushed. "Do it again!" 

He blinked at her. "What did I do?" 

"You changed! You looked completely different! Like a copy of Dolores!" 


He stared at her blankly. "What?" 


Suddenly, he was dragged into a hug by his mami who laughed. 

"You really are our pequeño camaleón," she said happily. 

"Shapeshifting," his papi said, sounding awed. "Fitting." 

Oh. Shapeshifting. That... 

He focused on that new warmth curling in his chest and found it easy to draw on. 


His mami let out a yelp as he suddenly shrank down into a copy of Antonio and dropped 
through the hug. He grinned up at her as she huffed before she swept him up to cuddle him at 
this size. 


She didn't seem too bothered by him being so little now. 
"Mi camaleon," she murmured and he couldn't help smiling. 
Shapeshifting. He could shapeshift. 

He had magic. A Gift just like his family. He had a Gift. 


He squirmed down from his mami s hold and returned to his normal form. It was weird but 
also felt completely natural. 


"What's your room look like?!" Antonio asked excitedly, running up and clinging to his 
ruana. 


Oh right, a magical room with the magical Gift. 
Curious and nervous, he reached out to open his door. 
It was definitely... different. 


His things were still here. His books and chameleon collection. His carving set and mountain 
of blankets. 


But the room was so different. 


It was bigger than before although it also felt like it kept changing size. The walls were 
smoothly changing between different shades of yellow and the carpet cycled between browns 
and creams. 


The furniture also seemed to change. Between one blink and the next, his bed changed into a 
hammock and a chair transformed into a beanbag chair. 


Nothing stayed still and it was amazing. 


Across the room were two full-length mirrors and he had the feeling that they were 
important. 


"Whoa," Antonio whispered in awe. 
Camilo had to agree. He hadn't thought that his room could get better, but... 


He walked forward carefully, looking at the bookshelf that held his growing collection of 
books. Dolores was responsible for most of them and he'd read everything she'd given him. 


His chameleon collection was on a wall shelf along with the one Tio Bruno gave him. There 
were two desks, one with his first attempt at writing on and the other with his carving tools. 
His pictures were all hung up and he let out a quiet laugh when he realised that they were 
changing position every time he looked away. 


His room felt... playful. It was amazing. 
“It’s as energetic as you are,” Mirabel teased, poking him in the side and making him yelp. 
“No tickling!” he protested, waving his arms to ward off more pokes. 


When Mirabel got that evil look in her eyes, Camilo wisely fled to hide behind his mami. She 
chuckled and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. 


“Do you like it?” she asked him softly while everyone else was focused on looking around. 
He leaned into the side-hug with a hum. 
“It’s amazing,” he whispered. 


This ever-changing room was exciting and the magic warming his chest was still 
unbelievable. 


“You deserve only the best,” she whispered, pressing a kiss to his hair. 
Camillo smiled softly. 


He had the best family, so that was already covered. 


That night Camilo was both excited and nervous to sleep in his new room. It reminded him of 
his first night in his own room, two years ago. He’d felt the same mix of nervous disbelief 
then too. 


His mami made sure that he was settled that night, shaking her head fondly as the bed shifted 
between different designs and the carpet changed from a bare surface to ankle-deep. 


“And remember, if you do have a nightmare, our door’s always open,” she told him gently. 
“You're never too old for that.” 


He nodded, smiling cheekily as he concentrated and shifted to a five-year-old version of 
himself. His mami 5 breathing hitched slightly before Camilo was swept up and his face 
peppered with kisses. 


Well, he knew what to do when he wanted cuddles. 


“You were such an adorable toddler,” she cooed and he squirmed until he escaped, 
scrambling under the covers and shifting back. 


It was still shocking how natural it felt. 

Mami chuckled again and tucked him in properly. 

“Sleep well, mi camaleón,” she whispered. 

“Night mami,” he said as he settled down, his tiredness from the day finally hitting him. 
He was a little surprised to see the walls change to a darker yellow, settling down as he did. 
She pressed a kiss to his cheek. 

“Get some sleep,” she insisted. “You can experiment with your Gift tomorrow.” 


He yawned and nodded, cuddling under the blankets. He let out a surprised laugh as the bed 
shifted into a hammock but he didn’t mind. It was still comfortable. 


“That is going to take some getting used to,” his mami huffed, but she was smiling. 
“Love you mami,” he mumbled into his pillow, eyes growing heavy. 


“Love you too Cami,” she murmured, brushing her hand through his hair gently. She 
smoothed out the blankets one more time before leaving the room. 


The changing furniture also settled down as he grew sleepier and Camilo snuggled under the 
blankets. 


It had been an amazing day and he was sure his future was looking even better. 


The teenager smiled to himself as he drifted off to a peaceful sleep. 


Another Engagement 


The village took the news of the new Gift... with conflicted feelings. 


Diego and his friends had practically pounced on Camilo when they saw him, congratulating 
him and in general smothering him with love like they all tended to do. They showered him 
in praise just like the family did when he shyly showed them his new ability. 


Arlo treated him like nothing had changed which gave him an anchor of normality. While he 
soaked up positive reassurance like a sponge, there was something grounding about having 
someone who never changed how he treated the teenager. 


Family friends greeted him cheerfully, gushing over the Gift and how well it suited him. 
The rest of the village watched in stunned shock. 


Because Camilo was adopted. And yet the magic had still given him a Gift. Had still treated 
him like any other niño from the Madrigal family. 


They didn’t understand it. 


Camilo himself was thrilled over his Gift, learning the limits and testing what he could do 
with it. They quickly learned that shifting required energy and his appetite almost tripled. 


Tia Julieta just took it as an excuse to feed him more and he was always happy to accept 
more of his Tia s food. 


He was picking up on his Gift at a fast rate and he admittedly loved showing it off a little. 


But there was something else he loved about it. It let him be invisible in town. He could take 
on any appearance and not be stared at or bothered for a while. He also found a new hobby. 


If he wandered around as a member of his family, it usually didn’t take long for someone to 
try and convince him to help them with something since it was ‘harmless’. 


At that point, Camilo would drop the shift and just stare at them with all the judgement he 
could muster. 


He’d learned that look from his Abuela. 


The village was a lot less confident about asking the family for help now that they couldn’t 
be sure it wasn’t actually Camilo. He was very good at mimicking his family. 


And had no hesitation when it came to snitching on the villagers. 


Those stubbornly trying to hold onto their old habits were definitely struggling with this 
wrench thrown into their plans. 


Thankfully, most of the village had genuinely learned their lesson it seemed. They’d been 
trying to break those bad habits and do their work themselves. The family still helped out but 
it was a much more reasonable amount now. 


And Abuela was proud of them now that they were saying no more often and firmly setting 
their boundaries. 


Camilo was just glad that everyone was happy again. 
Especially Dolores. 


The teenager smirked at his hermana and she narrowed her eyes in warning. It didn’t stop 
Camilo from shifting into Mariano and making kissy faces at her and she almost launched 
herself across the table at him as he shifted back, cackling. 


Oh, it was hilarious to tease Dolores about this now that she was dating Mariano. She got so 
flustered and embarrassed. His Gift was the best. 


They weren't really sure how the pair went from friends to dating, but Dolores was over the 
moon with happiness which was enough for Camilo. 


They were taking it slow for now, just enjoying being together. But honestly, the family was 
expecting a ring pretty soon with the sappy looks the pair kept throwing at each other. 


Camilo stood in front of his mirror, studying his reflection. This was his special mirror and it 
showed his actual appearance under any shift. The mirror next to it was a regular mirror that 
he could practice his shifting in front of. 


He preferred using this mirror when doing his makeup though. 


There was a tentative knock on his door and Camilo called for them to come in, not looking 
away from the reflection as he carefully applied his eyeliner. He was feeling more dramatic 
today and it was going to show in his makeup. 


He was surprised to see Mariano reflected in the mirror behind him, looking nervous. 


The man had been around a lot more often than when he'd been engaged to Isabela but 
Camilo still hadn't really spoken to him much. 


"Hola?" He greeted curiously, resuming his work and flicking his hand out to create the first 
wing. 


Mariano returned the greeting nervously and shuffled his feet. 
"Lo siento, for interrupting like this." 
Camilo shrugged and finished the other eye. 


"I can do this with my eyes closed, you're not interrupting." 


He closed the eyeliner and picked up the mascara. 

"You're very good," Mariano offered awkwardly, but genuinely. 

Poor guy knew nothing about makeup. 

"Dolores taught me," Camilo told him, eyes trained on his reflection. "What brings you by?" 
The man wrung his hands nervously again. 


"You're very important to Dolores," he started and Camilo paused after finishing his mascara 
to look at the man again. 


Where was this heading? 


"I fully intend to marry your hermana. I've... she's helped me learn the difference between 
being in love with the idea of marriage and... being in love." 


Camilo hummed in agreement. It had been obvious that Mariano was different with Dolores 
compared to Isabela. 


Less perfect and more real. 
He reached out for his eyeshadow as he listened. He was thinking sunset colours today. 


"I just..." he took a deep breath. “I'd like to have a good relationship with those important to 
her." 


"Okay?" Camilo said after the silence stretched for a moment. 

He still had no idea where this was going. 

"I just wanted to ask why you don't like me?" Mariano asked in a small voice. 

Camilo almost dropped his makeup brush in shock, fumbling it before catching it again. 
"What?" He asked in confusion. "I like you fine?" 

He finished off one eye, feeling painfully confused as Mariano squirmed. 

"You, uh, you avoid me most of the time," he said weakly. "Did I do something wrong?" 
Oh. 

Camilo grimaced at his reflection but kept applying makeup, now needing it as a distraction. 
"No, you didn't do anything," he sighed. "I like you fine Mariano." 


"But... you avoid me in town. And I barely see you in Casita too." The guy looked like a sad 
puppy and Camilo sighed again. 


He had hoped this would never come up... 

"It's nothing about you... sort of," he said, focusing on blending the colours right. 
Mariano only continued to look confused and sad. 

"Your parents split right?" He asked quietly. 

Mariano blinked in surprise and confusion. 

"Sí," he nodded. "He... wasn't the best person." 

"I know," Camilo mumbled. "He was friends with Valeria and Ricardo." 

The silence was deafening behind him and Camilo kept all his focus on the eyeshadow. 


"You look like your papa," he said quietly. "You didn't do anything. I just... bad memories. I 
didn't mean to avoid you." 


Mariano looked gutted and Camilo hurried to clarify. 


"You're nothing like him," he assured. "He was just... a jerk to me. Like all their friends. Me 
avoiding you was more out of habit than anything." 


"Lo siento," he sounded so upset. 


Camilo had hoped to never have this conversation. He honestly hadn't even noticed he was 
avoiding the man. It really was just a habit. 


"It's not your fault he's a jerk," Camilo shrugged, putting his makeup away. 

"But I must bring back bad memories-" 

Camilo turned to face him at last. 

"You're fine. Even better, you make Dolores happy," he shrugged. "That's what's important." 
"I don't want to make you uncomfortable-" 


"You don't," Camilo cut him off, grabbing his ruana and pulling it on. "Like I said, it's just a 
habit I've got to break. Everyone already knows about it too so it's not some secret from 
Dolores." 


He did relax a bit at that. 


"The guy hasn't even spoken to me since I became a Madrigal," Camilo added, double- 
checking his appearance in the mirror. "He's scared of mami." 


Mariano gave a surprised laugh at that as Camilo turned to face him again. 


"We're good Mariano. As long as you don't hurt mi hermana." 


"I won't," Mariano promised fiercely and Camilo nodded. 
He didn't need to make some brotherly threat either. 
The threat of his mami was more than enough. 


After a few more words were exchanged, Mariano left and Camilo grabbed his things to head 
into town. 


He was expecting a proposal any day now so he needed to get a congratulations present for 
Dolores. 


He was proven right that evening when Mariano dropped to one knee in front of everyone. 


Dolores was walking on clouds for days and Camilo was the first to give her an engagement 
gift. 


Epilogue 


Chapter Notes 


And that's the end of this story. Kinda sad about it. 

But there will be a couple of chapters of a ‘what if that I'll put in a series with this story, 
spinning off from the fourteenth birthday chapters. I was torn between two different 
routes for this fic from the start. I ended up picking this one but I still want to write a 
couple of chapters on the other idea. So if you're interested in that, keep an eye out for it. 
Happy ending guaranteed as usual. 

Hope you've all enjoyed this story and thanks for sticking with me through it! 


"Hey kid!" 

"Lo siento, can't help." 
"Kid! Can you-" 
"Busy!" 

"Kid I just need you to-" 
"Can't." 

“Hey! Kid!” 

“Nope.” 


Camilo weaved through the crowd, dodging reaching hands as villagers tried to stop him. His 
babysitting services were even more coveted since he got his Gift, but he'd also gotten a lot 
better at saying no too. 


Most of the village had been better about asking for help though. It was just the vocal 
minority that was still the problem. And boy, could they get vocal. 


Unless his mami was around of course. Then they turned noticeably silent. She didn’t let 
anyone get away with bullying the family anymore and she’d shocked a few people for trying 
to push Tio Bruno for a vision or saying cruel things to him. 


Camilo and Mirabel had got their own revenge on the stupid fish lady and filled her bedroom 
with fish from a very amused fish stall owner. They’d also left a box of wigs in the church 
and snuck a dieting book into Osvaldo’s house. 


Out of them, only the priest had genuinely apologised to Tio Bruno after that. 


He even made use of the wigs! 

He ducked another attempted grab by a harried mother and skipped into the construction site. 
"Tio Diego!" He called, spotting the man at the top of a ladder. 

"You left your lunch at home. Your wife asked me to bring it." 

"Ah shit, gracias Cami," he hurried down the ladder to accept the box. 

"How come you'll do favours for them?" Someone demanded in offence. 

Camilo gave them a deadpan look. 

"They use my name. And I like them." 

Tio Diego glared at the villager who had spoken before looking back at Camilo fondly. 
"You didn't have to do this today, niño." 

Camilo shrugged. "I know. I wanted to." 


The man chuckled and ruffled his hair. "Gracias. And happy birthday Cami." 


Camilo wandered for a little bit, just enjoying the fresh air. He never worked on his birthday 
so he just shrugged off a few more shouted requests. 


It didn’t stop him from grabbing a toddler he knew liked to run off and handing him over to 
his frustrated mama. The woman gave him a grateful smile and hefted the pouting kid higher 
on her hip. 


“Gracias Cami, I need a leash for this one.” 


“De nada,” Camilo poked the pouting toddler in the side and got a giggle out of him. “I’m 
still babysitting on Friday?” 


“Dios mio, por favor,” she pleaded playfully. 

Camilo only laughed and saluted her with a grin. 

Someone spoke from right behind him before he could move on, nearly making him jump out 
of his skin. The woman with him frowned as she reached out to steady Camilo when he 


stumbled forward. 


“Hey! Do you think you can watch mi hijo for an hour-“ the man started before Camilo was 
even looking at him, too busy trying to calm his racing heart to really listen. 


He still hated it when people snuck up on him. 


“Seriously?” the woman cut into the man’s request. “On his birthday?” 


She turned Camilo and pushed him slightly away from the quickly forming argument much 
to the man's visible dismay. 


“Happy birthday Cami,” she told him with a smile, not so subtly nudging him away. “PII see 
you at your party tonight. With the menace.” She nodded down at her toddler who was 
waving happily to the teenager. 


Camilo eagerly took the escape for what it was and bolted, waving at the woman and 
ignoring the man’s calls. 


It was nice having more allies in the village now. He tended to babysit for the parents he liked 
more and they treated him a lot better than most did before. 


He got a few more birthday wishes and hugs from niños as he ran through the town, stopping 
briefly at his favourite sweet shop to get a snack before running on again. He avoided a 
couple that was still trying to make him babysit daily by shifting when he was out of their 
sight and visited Arlo for a few minutes. 


It was nice to run around town without worrying about whether it was safe. 


Sure, some villagers were annoying, but he could handle them pretty easily. And if someone 
laid a hand on him, his parents would come down on them like a ton of bricks. 


The people who helped torment him in his childhood avoided him like the plague, too scared 
of his mami to try anything. 


Life was good, and he felt safe in the Encanto again. 


As Camilo strolled back into the house, he smiled at the sound of excited activity. He would 
swear that the family took his birthdays as a challenge to outdo the last year's party. 


His primas had taken over the decorations while Tia Julieta, mami and Abuela worked in the 
kitchen. His mami refused to let anyone help with his cake and Tia always pouted about it. 
She was the same on Dolores' and Antonio's birthdays. 


His papi and Tios were getting the furniture into place and discussing the music. Camilo was 
excited to have his Tio Bruno properly present at his birthday this year. His Tio was nervous 
but they'd all been very clear that he was welcome at the party. And if a villager said 
anything, then they weren't. Luckily, Camilo had found that the puppy dog eyes worked like a 
charm on his Tio and he’d caved pretty quickly. 


"There's the birthday boy!" His papi declared when he spotted Camilo who grinned and got 
hugs and ruffled hair from the men. 


He slipped into the kitchen and took an arepa from the bowl that was permanently present to 
combat his shifting-induced hunger and snuck up on his mami to hug her. 


"Can I clean the bowl?" He asked hopefully after he finished his arepa. 


His mami rolled her eyes fondly, but handed the mixing bowl to him and he practically 
polished the cake mix off the surface. 


He loved his mami's baking. 


After that, he was chased off to get ready for the party. He showered and redid his makeup, 
bouncing in place with excitement. 


He'd grown to love his birthday over the last three years. 
He'd grown to love his /ife. 


Camilo grinned at himself in the mirror. He looked healthy now with a decent amount of 
meat on his bones, although he was still naturally slender. He had a great home, a brilliant 
family and a happy life. He wasn't scared anymore and the nightmares were rare. The scars 
were fading and he felt safe in the Encanto when he went out by himself. 


The sixteen-year-old in the mirror looked healthy and happy, filled with energy and 
excitement. 


He did a little spin in front of the mirror, watching his ruana flare out. 
He was Camilo Madrigal. 


And he was happy. 
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